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A growing body of research conducted in Western countries has indicated that 
three socio-cultural factors, i.e. media, peers and family play a crucial role in 
women’s body image dissatisfaction. However, only a very small number of the 
literatures have explored how women’s social interactions with these socio-cultural 
factors would influence their body image related perceptions and behaviors in Asian 
countries. Based on the results of 27 in-depth face to face interviews with college 
women in National University of Singapore, this study dedicates to understand how 
the media, peers and family work independently and together to influence 
Singaporean college women’s views and understandings of body image and related 
eating behaviors. This study provides some unexpected and interesting findings that 
have not been discussed or explored in previous research. The study found that 
Singaporean college women generally held positive views of their own bodies, 
showing a high level of body image satisfaction. Also, participants were found to 
have complex views relating to female body image due to different influences from 
media, peers and family. On one hand, participants placed health at high priority and 
refuse to use ultra-thinness as the standard of ideal female body image; while on the 
other hand, they aspired to attaining a thinner body because of the perceived social 
and cultural preference of thinness.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Overview  
Widespread body image dissatisfaction among women across life span has been 
well documented in the existing literature (Bordo, 1993; Charles & Kerr, 1986; 
Devlin & Zhu, 2001; Furnham, Badmin, & Sneade, 2002; Wood, 1996). It has been 
argued that in today’s society, with the cultural and societal emphasis of thinness, it’s 
common for a woman to be preoccupied with the idealized thin body image and feel 
dissatisfied with her own body (Grogan, 2008; Rodin, 1984).  
Since 1970s, academic and public interest in the body image dissatisfaction 
study has increased significantly due to its association with various negative 
psychological and physical outcomes, such as decreased self-esteem, self-confidence, 
and eating disorders (Thomas F. Cash & Deagle, 1997; Cooley & Toray, 2001; 
Cooper & Taylor, 1988; Killen, et al., 1996; Stice & Shaw, 2002). Researchers have 
found that women who experience higher level of body image dissatisfaction are more 
likely to feel depressed, insecure, and anxious and have greater tendency to develop 
disordered eating behaviors, including self-induced vomiting, binge eating, 
self-starving and etc. (Fernández-Aranda, Dahme, & Meermann, 1999; Keel, Baxter, 
Heatherton, & Joiner, 2007). Therefore, it’s important and necessary to understand the 
development of body image dissatisfaction among women in order to prevent its 
potential negative consequences.  
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To understand body image dissatisfaction among women, researchers such as 
Cash and Pruzinsky (2004), Derenne and Beresin (2006), Akan and Grilo (1995) and 
Monteath and McCabe (1997) from different disciplines have investigated and 
explored the factors that may affect women’s experience and perceptions in relation to 
body image, and have found that socio-cultural factors, i.e. media, peers and family 
play a significant role in building women’s body image related perceptions. In other 
words, women’s exposure to idealized thin body image appearing in various media 
programs, and their interactions with peers and family members regarding body image 
have great impact on their understandings of ideal female body image as well as their 
own bodies. Therefore, this study seeks to explore how body image perceptions and 
satisfaction among young college students are influenced socio-cultural studies. 
 
1.2 Significance of the Study 
Even though studies in the area of body image satisfaction have grown, 
understandings of the body image dissatisfaction among Asian women are still limited 
due to the assumption that Asian women generally have more positive views of their 
body image comparing to their western counterparts (Crago, Shisslak, & Estes, 1996; 
Wardle, Bindra, Fairclough, & Westcombe, 1993), and eating disorders are exclusive 
to western countries. However, Robinson’s (1996) study found that Asian women 
have become less satisfied with their bodies than suggested in previous studies, 
indicating that the socio-cultural pressures for thinness may have spread to Asian 
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women. Also, clinical reports from several Asian countries, including Singapore, 
China, Japan and Hong Kong (Goh, 1993; Ong, 1982; Song, 1990; Suematsu, 1985; 
Tseng, 1989) have discovered existence of eating disorders among Asian women, 
which is consistent with Robinson’s (1996) findings that Asian women also have a 
similar desire to their western counterparts for a slender body size. Discovering that 
Asian women have also become dissatisfied with their bodies and the dissatisfaction 
may lead to the development of eating disorders in some cases, research on body 
image dissatisfaction in Asian countries have begun, even though still very limited (S. 
Lee, 1993; Prendergast, Leung Kwok, & West, 2002).  
However, most of the previous studies on body image and weight issues 
conducted in Asian countries have been largely based on quantitative approaches, 
such as questionnaires and quantitative content analysis (fung, 2000; Hu & Wang, 
2009). This fails to provide deep insights into the motivations and influential factors 
on Asian women’s body image dissatisfaction. Therefore, with focus on the social 
interactions in relation to body image, this study utilizes an exploratory approach to 
provide a deeper understanding of body image related issues among Singaporean 
women.  
 
1.3 Purpose of the Study 
The primary purposes of this study are to: (i) explore the understandings and 
opinions of ideal female body image among Singaporean university female students; 
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and (ii) how socio-cultural factors, i.e. media, peers and family may affect their views 
regarding body image and body satisfaction.  
 
1.4 Thesis Structure 
This study is presented in five chapters. Chapter 2 will review literature on the 
prevalence of body image dissatisfaction among women and its consequences, the 
impact of socio-cultural factors on women’s body image dissatisfaction and social 
constructionism that will provide the theoretical framework for this study. Research 
questions will also be established in this chapter. Chapter 3 will describe the research 
method. Detailed findings will be presented in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 will further 
discuss the findings and implications of the study, summaries and conclusions will be 











CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter starts with an overview of previous studies on body image 
dissatisfaction regarding its prevalence among women and its association to the 
development of disordered eating behaviors, including the impact of three 
socio-cultural factors-media, peers and family-on women’s body image perceptions 
and related eating behaviors will be discussed. This will then be followed by a 
specific focus on body image dissatisfaction among Asian women to provide a 
context and background for this study. Finally, as the theoretical framework of this 
study, social constructionism will be introduced and elaborated.  
 
2.1 Body Image Dissatisfaction 
Body image dissatisfaction is defined as negative perceptions by a person 
regarding their body image, such as the perception that they are too fat or don’t have a 
good body shape (Littleton & Ollendick, 2003). Body image dissatisfaction among 
women usually involves the perceived gulf between a woman’s evaluation of her own 
body image and her perceived ideal body image (Grogan, 2008; Lawrence & Thelen, 
1995; J. K. Thompson, Coovert, Richards, Johnson, & Cattarin, 1995; J. K. 
Thompson, Coovert, & Stormer, 1999). In today’s society, ideal female body image 
has been portrayed as ultra-thin and is physically impossible to achieve (Bordo, 1993; 
M. Garner, Garfinkel, E., Schwartz, D., & Thompson, M, 1980; Grogan, 2008; 
Wiseman, 1992). This ideal thin body image, implying the social and cultural 
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preference of thinness has resulted in women’s distorted evaluation of their own 
bodies. For instance, many normal weighted women believe or feel they are too fat, or 
they are actually much heavier than they appear (Kilbourne, 1999; 
Kjærbye-Thygesen, Munk, Ottesen, & Kjær, 2004). Thus, Bordo (1993) has argued 
that the body image dissatisfaction among women is common, and their 
preoccupation with thinness and diet is also normative due to the promotion of 
thinness in the society. Similarly, Rodin, Silberstein and Striegel-Moore (1984) had 
found that the preoccupation and obsession with ideal body image are so widespread 
among women that a certain degree of dissatisfaction with one’s own body image is 
normative. In other words, the social promotion of thinness creates dissatisfaction 
with one’s body with women thriving to become thinner.  
A nationwide body image survey conducted by Garner (1997) in the United 
States in 1997 provided an affirmative illustration of the widespread body image 
dissatisfaction among women. The survey results revealed that over fifty percent of 
the 3,452 female participants, who were in their early to mid thirties, were dissatisfied 
with their bodies. Furthermore, the trend of body image dissatisfaction is not confined 
to young adult women; it also exists among other age groups. Nichter (2001) found 
that many adolescent girls are not happy with their bodies and have a desire to lose 
weight, he thus argues that adolescent girls are in a time when body image concerns 
become one of the main focuses in their life and are subjects to social pressures to be 
thin. Therefore, Nichter (2001) argued that as compared to women in other age 
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groups, adolescent girls may have higher tendency to develop intense body image 
dissatisfaction and even disordered eating behaviors. Wood, Becker and Thompson’s 
(1996) study further suggested that body image dissatisfaction can even be found 
among preadolescent girls aged from 8 to 10. The existence of body image 
dissatisfaction from preadolescent girls to young adult women suggests that an 
overwhelming percentage of women in different age groups are discontent with their 
own bodies, and preoccupied with the thin ideal body image. 
The widespread body image dissatisfaction among women has been found to be 
related to various adverse results, such as decreased self-esteem and self-confidence 
(Craig & Bolls, 2003; Shroff & Thompson, 2006), and leading to unhealthy weight 
control and management behaviors, including unhealthy dieting, restraint eating, and 
using dieting pills (Garfinkel, et al., 1992; Wykes & Gunter, 2005). The relationship 
between body image dissatisfaction and the occurrence of disordered eating 
behaviors, including dieting, restricting eating, calories counting, and etc. have been 
well documented (Cattarin & Thompson, 1994; Cooper & Taylor, 1988). In the study 
conducted by Griffiths and McCabe (2000) examining the relationship between body 
image dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors among adolescent girls, it was 
found that the participants who were more dissatisfied with their bodies, were more 
likely to exhibit disordered eating behaviors. Keel, Baxter, Heatherton and Joiner’s 
(2007) 20-year longitudinal study also found that the changes in body satisfaction and 
body image related perceptions are correlated with the changes in disordered eating 
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behaviors, indicating the more a woman dissatisfied with her body image, the greater 
tendency she would develop disordered eating behaviors. These studies indicate that 
body image dissatisfaction is a potential indicator of the adoption of disordered eating 
behaviors: women demonstrating higher degree of dissatisfaction with their bodies are 
at a higher risk of adopting disordered eating behaviors to change their current bodies.   
In today’s society, many women, ranging from preadolescent girls to young 
adult women have a common dissatisfaction with their bodies, sharing the desire to be 
thinner, striving to meet the ideal thin body image. The body image dissatisfaction 
and the desire for thinness has been found to be linked with psychological and 
physical negative outcomes, such as low self-confidence and adopting disordered 
eating behaviors to control and manage weight.  
 
2.1.1 The Role of Media in Women’s Body Image Dissatisfaction 
There is general agreement that media has great impact on women’s body 
image dissatisfaction (Grogan, 2008). Ultra-thin models and celebrities appearing in 
various media programs, ranging from music videos (Bell, Lawton, & Dittmar, 2007), 
magazines (Englis, Solomon, & Ashmore, 1994) to Television commercials 
(Anschutz, Engels, Becker, & Van Strien, 2009) and Television dramas (M. 
Tiggemann, 2005) have found to exert negative influence on women’s body image 
satisfaction. In other words, media plays an important role in producing and 
promoting the ultra-thin ideal female body image, which is associated to widespread 
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body image dissatisfaction among women (Grogan, 2008). Even though Levine & 
Murnen (2009) suggest that media is not fully responsible for building the societal 
norms of thinness for women, Wykes and Gunter (2005) argue that it is undoubtedly 
one of the most influential forces because of its popularity and prevalence that leads 
female viewers to evaluate their own bodies.  
Kilbourne (1999) notes that in today’s society, media is promoting the idea that 
“the more you subtract, you more you add” (p.128) to women, and emphasizing the 
importance of achieving a thin body image. By presenting the ideal thin body image 
pervasively in various media programs, media has fostered the social and cultural 
preference of thinness and supplied definitions of what it means to be an attractive 
woman (Grogan, 2008; Kjærbye-Thygesen, et al., 2004). Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson 
& Kelly’s (1986) study demonstrated that the standard of thinness and attractiveness 
for women portrayed on television, magazines and movies is slimmer than it was in 
the past. Similarly,  Matthai’s (2005) investigation of female models in the popular 
magazine Your Magazine in the United States issued from 1976 to 2004 also showed 
that the number of ultra-thin models has increased greatly during the 29-year period, 
and the standard of ideal female body image has become thinner and thinner. 
Furthermore, Morris, Cooper & Cooper (1989), Englis, Solomon & Ashmore (1994) 
and Sypeck et al. (2006) also agree that the ideal female body image portrayed by 
media is getting slimmer and slimmer over time. The similar trend of media’s 
portrayal of thin-ideal female body image is also found in Asian countries and 
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societies. Leung, Lam & Sze’s (2001) study of Miss Hong Kong Beauty Pageant from 
1975 to 2000 found that the Miss Hong Kong Pageant winners were typically very 
thin, suggesting that media in Asian countries also displays a similar preference and 
representation of thinness for women.  
Besides presenting ultra-thin models and celebrities, the promotion of thinness 
in media is also reflected through the increased messages and information about 
thinness. In Janeanne & Mary’s (1986) study, it was found that the number of 
slim-emphasized advertisements and weight related articles and headlines in women 
magazines has increased significantly from 1950 to 1983, indicating a greater 
emphasis of thinness regarding female body image. Garner et al. (1980) argues that 
the significant increase in body image and weight related information in the media 
represents a cultural and social expectations of thinness in women, which have a close 
relationship to the increasing body image dissatisfaction among women. The digital 
manipulation of photos enables media to present an almost physically impossible thin 
ideal body image, which results in a greater pressure for women to meet the narrow 
standard of thinness, creating an enlarged gulf between ideal body image and their 
own body image (Bordo, 1993; Grogan, 2008). 
Besides showing increasingly thin models and celebrities, media has also 
assigned social meanings to different stereotypes of body image through idealization 
of thinness and stigmatization of fatness, i.e. presenting the benefits and advantages of 
thinness as compared to fatness, which has further promoted thinness as the standard 
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of bodily attractiveness (Bordo, 1993). For instance, in Gregory and Kimberley’s 
(1999) study, it was found that in television dramas, thinner female characters 
received more positive comments from males compared to heavier characters, 
whereas heavier characters received more negative comments from males. Gorgan 
(2008) argues that the contrast representation between thinness and plumpness has 
provided social context and values to slimness, and has significant influence on 
women’s view of what is a socially acceptable and preferable female body image. 
Furthermore, Gulas and McKeage (2000) found that in advertisements, thinness has 
been aligned with social popularity, likability, financial success and other positive life 
outcomes; while on the other hand, plumpness has been associated with laziness and 
inadequacy of willpower.  
In Tiggemann and Rothblum’s (1988) study of stereotype assigned to different 
body types, it was found that college women both in America and Australia had 
negative feelings and opinions of fat women, thinking they were less self-disciplined 
and less self-confidence than thin women. Similarly, Lewis, Cash, Jacobi & 
Bubb-Lewis’s (1997) study also showed that college women in the United States 
thought fat women were less attractive and less desirable both in social situations and 
romantic relationships. Even in Asian countries, such as South Korea, Japan, China 
and Hong Kong where thinness was previously believed to signify disease and 
poverty, while plumpness was associated with health and wealth (Rothblum, 1990), 
women, especially young women nowadays are in favor of thinness and aspire to the 
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thin ideal body image, because they think thinness represents attractiveness and is a 
signal of positive personal traits (Kim & Kim, 2001; Nagami, 1997). Grogan (2008) 
thus argues media’s prejudice in favor of slimness and against plumpness has 
significant influence on women’s opinions of thinness and fatness, and contributes to 
the belief that thinness is the standard of attractiveness for women.  
Researchers like Anschutz, Engels, Becker, & Van Strien (2009), Derenne and 
Beresin (2006) and Kilbourne (1999) have argued that the idealized female body 
image and the glorification of thinness in the media contributes to women’s body 
image dissatisfaction and anxiety. For example, Botta (1999) found that exposure to 
thin ideal body image in television increased adolescent girls’ dissatisfaction with 
their own bodies and was closely related to their drive for thinness. Similarly, 
Hargreaves and Tiggemann’s (2002) study also found that watching television 
commercials using ultra-thin models resulted in female audiences’ decreased 
self-confidence and increased body image dissatisfaction. The relationship between 
women’s media exposure to ultra-thin body image and decreased body image 
satisfaction was also found by other researchers, such as Tiggemann’s (2005) and 
Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, Posavac & Posavac (2005). These studies have linked 
women’s exposure to ultra-thin models and celebrities in the media with the 
widespread body image dissatisfaction among women.  
Thin ideal body image and messages about thinness in the media have not only 
been found to be associated with women’s body image dissatisfaction, but also have 
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been found to play an important role in women’s adoption of disordered eating 
behaviors. Levine, Smolak & Hayden (1994) found that a significant percentage of 
middle school girls regarded disordered eating behaviors, such as skipping meals and 
restrict eating as weight control and management techniques due to their reading of 
fashion magazines, which contained information and advertisement about how to 
obtain the thin ideal body image. This study suggested that the ultra-thin models, the 
weight and diet related articles and advertisements in magazines would not only 
emphasize and socialization the importance of thinness, but also contributed to 
women’s development of disordered eating behaviors. Similarly, Prendergast, Yan & 
West (2002) also found that in Hong Kong reading weight related articles and 
advertisements using ultra-thin models increased women’s tendency to adopt 
disordered eating behaviors with the attempt to become thinner. Media’s portrayal of 
thin ideal body image as well as the messages emphasizing thinness has significant 
influence on women’s body image related concerns, anxiety and dissatisfaction, and 
also have increased women’s tendency to adopt disordered eating behaviors.  
Cusumano and Thompson (1997) argue that the linkage between women’s 
exposure to ultra-thin models and celebrities in the media and their increased body 
image dissatisfaction as well as their tendency to develop disordered eating behaviors 
is mainly due to women’s internalization of the unrealistic thin body image portrayed 
by media. In other words, women accept media’s portrayal of thin ideal body image 
and use the same set of norms of thinness to evaluate their own bodies. Thomsen, 
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McCoy & Williams’ (2001) study suggested that women who have internalized the 
thin body image of models in magazines felt depressed and frustrated about their own 
bodies, because they did not and could not attain the same level of thinness as that of 
the models. Similarly, Dittmar, Halliwell & Stirling (2009), Dittmar and Howard 
(2004) and Lokken, Worth & Trautmann (2004) also found that internalization of the 
thin-ideal body image played an important role in women’s body image 
dissatisfaction, as they evaluated their own bodies with the strict standards of 
thinness. Grogan (2008) argues that women who internalize the thin ideal body image 
represented by the media to evaluate themselves would experience an increased body 
image dissatisfaction because they are unable to attain the unrealistic ultra-thin body 
image. In order to minimize the gap between the internalized thin ideal body image 
and their own body image, some women are inclined to adopt disordered eating 
behaviors to lose weight (Goodman, 2005; Lokken, et al., 2004).  
     Therefore, because of media’s popularity and prevalence, its repeated portrayal 
of thin ideal body image and contradictive representation of thin and plump women 
has been functioned as a significant influential factor on women’s body image 
satisfaction and eating behaviors. However, media is not the only socio-cultural factor 
that exerts impact on women’s body image related perceptions and eating behaviors, 
researchers like Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer, Story, & Perry (2005) also discovered 





2.1.2 Peers’ Influences on Women’s Body Image Dissatisfaction 
In addition to media, peer is another source that has been identified to exert 
socio-cultural pressures to be thin. The influence of peers on women’s body image 
concerns and dissatisfaction has received widely attention from researchers including 
Dohnt and Tiggemann (2006), Eisenberg and Neumark-Sztainer (2010) and Stice, 
Maxfiled & Wells (2003), who have argued that peers’ weight and dieting related 
talks and behaviors are great influence on women’s preoccupation of thinness and 
dissatisfaction with their own bodies.    
Nichter, Ritenbaugh, Vuckovic, & Aickin (1995) have termed the conversations 
pertaining to body image, eating habits and beauty related topics as “fat talk”. Salk 
and Engeln-Maddox (2011) found that as high as 93% out of 184 female college 
students in the United States have engaged in “fat talk” with their friends, and one 
third of them described the frequency as almost once every day. Other researchers like 
Britton, Martz, Bazzini, Curtin & LeaShomb (2006) and Stice et al (2003) have also 
discovered similar trend that a high percentage of women actively participated in 
female body image and eating behaviors related discussion. Nichter (2001) argues that 
one important reason for the prevalence of “fat talk” among women is that through the 
discussions with their friends, women can share and release their body image related 
concerns and anxiety, and meanwhile receive social support and reassurance in 
relation to their body image dissatisfaction.  
 16 
 
 Salk and Engeln-Maddox (2011) found that during a “fat talk”, women usually 
complained about their weight, discussed their eating behaviors and habits; and as a 
response to their complaint, friends always provided positive and encouraging 
feedback to assure them they were not fat. Therefore, Nichter and Vuckovic (1994) 
argue that “ there seems to be tacit cultural sanctions at play which prevent females 
from commenting on another’s overweight or recent weight gain” (p.115), suggesting 
that during women’s “fat talk”, only positive and encouraging conversations would 
appear and negative comments are avoided. In other words, during “fat talk”, women 
usually receive encouragement and reassurance from their girl friends that they are 
not fat at all as a response to their complaint of their bodies.  
The positive feedbacks women usually get from their friends during “fat talk” 
has been regarded as a coping mechanism, in which women get social support and 
reassurance about their bodies. Melnick (2011) found that many women reported that 
“fat talk” with their friends made them feel better about their body image, and helped 
to alleviate the concerns and worries about their bodies.  
However, some researchers such as Salk and Engeln-Maddox (2011) suggest 
that “fat talk” actually has adverse, rather than positive effects on women’s body 
satisfaction. In their study, Salk and Engeln-Maddox (2011) found that even though 
over half of the women reported that they felt better about their bodies after “fat talk”, 
the examination of the association between the frequency of “fat talk” and the level of 
body image dissatisfaction showed otherwise, i.e. the more frequent women engage in 
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the “fat talk”, the less satisfied they were with their own bodies. Similarly, Ousley, 
Cordero & White (2008) also found that the engagement in the body image related 
discussions with friends resulted in women’s increased body image dissatisfaction and 
a greater tendency to adopt disordered eating behaviors. Similar adverse effects of 
“fat talk” were also found in Stice et al. (2003) and Gapinski, Brownell & LaFrance’s 
(2003) studies. Even though women receive positive feedbacks from their friends 
about their body image during “fat talk”, the conversations in relation to body image 
and weight concerns may still have a negative influence on women’s body 
satisfaction. For instance, Wertheim, Paxton, Schutz & Muir (1997) found that the 
engagement of “fat talk” had negative influence on women’s body image satisfaction, 
despite the positive and encouraging feedbacks they received from friends. In the 
study, the participants reported that when their immediate friends, especially those 
who are thinner than them made negative comments about their own bodies and 
voiced the intention to lose weight, participants became more concerned about their 
own bodies. Because their thinner friends’ complaints made them think that “I’m a bit 
bigger than her and if she thinks she is fat, and then maybe she thinks I’m fat 
too…maybe other people will think I’m fat” (p.348). The participants’ explanation of 
the cause of negative feelings about their own bodies during “fat talk” indicates that 
women have the tendency to compare their body image with their friends, which lead 
them to become dissatisfied with their own bodies.  
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Stormer and Thompson (1996) argue that body comparison with peers, 
especially with thinner and more attractive peers foster women’s body image 
dissatisfaction and may even lead to the adoption of disordered eating behaviors. The 
association between body comparison with thinner peers and body image 
dissatisfaction was found in Krones, Stice, Batres & Orjada’s (2005) study, in which 
participants who interacted with thin-ideal confederate reported increased body image 
dissatisfaction. This suggests that body comparison with peers can be considered a 
mechanism that drives the association between weight and body image related 
conversations and women’s increased body image dissatisfaction as well as dieting 
attempt (Schutz, Paxton, & Wertheim, 2002; Wertheim, et al., 1997).  
Aside from “fat talk”, peers’ weight control and dieting behaviors have also 
been found to be a source of socio-cultural pressures of thinness for women 
(Lieberman, Gauvin, Bukowski, & White, 2001). Paxton, Schutz, Wertheim & Muir 
(1999) found that friends’ body image concerns, dieting behaviors and other 
weight-loss efforts contributed significantly to adolescent girls’ body image 
dissatisfaction and dieting intentions. Similarly, Eisenberg and Neumark-Sztainer 
(2010) also found that friends’ involvement in dieting and other disordered eating 
behaviors had negative influence on women’s body satisfaction and tendency to adopt 
unhealthy weight control and management behaviors. Wertheim et al. (1997) also 
found that friends’ dieting attempts and efforts made participants more concerned 
about their own bodies and made them feel they ought to watch their weight or start 
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dieting. Therefore, Wertheim et al. (1997) argues that the social norms of thinness 
within peer groups serve as a source of pressures for women to conform to the 
socio-cultural standards of thinness and attractiveness. The pressure will also further 
intensify women’s body image concerns and anxiety and result in weight-loss 
intentions (Eisenberg et al. 2005).  
Therefore, conversations with peers about body image and weight as well as 
peers’ body image related attitudes and behaviors transmit social norms of thinness 
and attractiveness to women, exerting significant influence on women’s body image 
satisfaction and related eating behaviors (Eisenberg, et al., 2010; Nichter, 2001; 
Goodman, 2005; Paxton, et al., 1999).  
Aside from peer groups, another important social institution that transmit social 
norms, values, attitudes and behaviors is family (Parke & Buriel, 1998). Lieberman et 
al, (2001) and Shomaker and Furman (2009) found that family experiences, such as 
parents’ expressed attitudes and comments towards body image were associated with 
women’s body image concerns and satisfaction. Therefore, family’s influence on 
women’s body image dissatisfaction and related eating behaviors will be discussed in 
the following section.  
 
2.1.3 The Influences of Family on Women’s Body Image Dissatisfaction 
Family plays an important role in transmitting social norms and preference of 
thinness, and thus is a significant socio-cultural influential factor on women’s views 
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of body image as well as related eating behaviors (Davis, Shuster, Blackmore, & Fox, 
2004; Goodman, 2005; Kluck, 2010) 
Mainly parental factors have been identified to influence women’s body image 
dissatisfaction and the tendency to adopt disordered eating behaviors (Byely, 
Archibald, Graber, & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Davis, et al., 2004; Gross & Nelson, 2000). 
Parental attitudes and feedbacks regarding daughters’ body image has been found to 
play a crucial role in women’s body satisfaction (Gross & Nelson, 2000). For 
instance, Keery, Boutelle, van den Berg & Thompson (2005) found that body image 
related negative comments and teasing from parents were a significant predictor of 
body image dissatisfaction and other negative outcomes, such as depression and 
restricted eating behaviors. Furthermore, Keery et al. (2005) argued that parents’ body 
image related negative comments and teasing reinforced social norms of thinness and 
contributed to the daughters’ thin-ideal internalization. Similarly, Baker, Whisman & 
Brownell’s (2000) study found that parental criticism about body image was closely 
associated with daughters’ body image dissatisfaction and unhealthy eating behaviors. 
Therefore, parents’ body image related negative comment influences daughters’ views 
and understandings of body image, and emphasizes on social and cultural preference 
of thinness, results in increased body image dissatisfaction and places women at a 
higher risk of developing disordered eating behaviors (Keel, Heatherton, Harnden, & 
Hornig, 1997; Kichler & Crowther, 2001).  
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On the other hand, Gross and Nelson (2000) found that women who received 
positive verbal messages and comments from their mothers had a higher level of body 
satisfaction as well as a lower level of eating disturbance than those women who 
received negative comments. Similarly, Rodgers, Paxon & Chabrol (2009) found that 
parental comments whether positive or negative have a significant influence on 
daughters’ body satisfaction and through it eating behaviors. Thus, Eisenberg, Berge, 
Fulkerson & Neumark-Sztainer (2010) argue that parental comments and attitudes 
about daughters’ body image can be a direct factor influencing women’s body image 
satisfaction. While parents’ negative comments and teasing can increase the pressure 
for thinness, positive feedbacks increase women’s body satisfaction and serve as a 
protective factor in disordered eating behaviors (Cordero & Israel, 2009). 
Additionally, mothers’ body image related concerns and eating behaviors have 
also been found to influence on daughters’ body satisfaction and eating habits (Kluck, 
2010; Vincent & McCabe, 2000). Benedikt, Wertheim & Love (1998) study found 
that mothers’ body image dissatisfaction and use of unhealthy weight-loss behaviors 
were related to daughters’ body image dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors. 
Thus, Cooley, Toray, Wang & Valdez (2008) argue that through modeling their own 
body image related concerns and anxiety and weight-loss behaviors, mothers have 
great influence on daughters’ body image satisfaction and eating behaviors. Mothers’ 
body image dissatisfaction and weight-loss efforts transmit social and cultural 
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expectations of thinness to their daughters and place pressure on the daughters to also 
be thin (Gross & Nelson, 2000; Keel, et al., 1997).  
However, Lam, Lee, Fung, Lee & Stewart (2009) found that in Hong Kong, the 
family pressure to be thin was rarely found because thinness was not valued by the 
Chinese parents. Similarly, Tsai, Curbow & Heinberg (2003) also found that 
Taiwanese parents value plumpness over thinness, and therefore the socio-cultural 
pressure from parents to be thin was very weak. Lai (2000) argues that Chinese 
parents’ subscription to traditional Chinese belief that thinness is associated with 
poverty and unhealthiness, while fatness is a reflection of wealth and health provides 
a different family environment and exert different influence on Asian women’s body 
image concerns and eating behaviors. This discrepancy of parents’ views between 
Western and Asian countries requires a study to be carried out in an Asian context in 
order to better understand parents’ influence on women’s body image satisfaction and 
eating behaviors.  
Family, media and peers have been identified as three important socio-cultural 
influences on women’s views and behaviors regarding body image perceptions and 
satisfaction. However, the studies discussed above mostly investigated body image 
related issue in the Western countries, in order to understand how the three 
socio-cultural factors are contributing to the female body image issue in Singapore, 
this study proposes the following research questions: 
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RQ1: How do the socio-cultural factors, i.e. media, peers and family influence 
Singaporean college women’s views of ideal female body image and the satisfaction 
with their own bodies? 
In the next section, the issue of body image dissatisfaction in Asian will be 
explored aiming to provide a more related cultural background for this study to 
understand body image satisfaction among Singaporean college women.  
 
2.2 Body Image Dissatisfaction in Asia 
Although research on body image related studies has grown tremendously over 
the years, studies dedicated to understand body image dissatisfaction among Asian are 
still limited. For instance, Thomas Cash (2004) notes that the increase of body image 
and body image dissatisfaction related citations in the PsychINFO database has gone 
from 726 in the 1970s to 2,477 in the 1990s. Similarly, the body image dedicated 
journal Body Image: An International Journal of Research, whose first issue was 
published in 2004, has witnessed a tremendous growth of the studies in this area 
(Grogan, 2008). Despite the growth in this area of research, studies focusing on the 
Asian context are lagging behind.  
Majority of studies regarding female body image have been conducted in 
western countries with the assumption that body image dissatisfaction and eating 
disorders were exclusive to the developed countries in the West (Prendergast, et al., 
2002). However, since around 1990s, reports from several non-Western societies, 
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including Hong Kong, Taiwan, China, Malaysia, Singapore and Japan (Goh, 1993; 
Ong, 1982; Song, 1990; Suematsu, 1985; Tseng, 1989), have shown that female 
patients in Asian countries also suffer from eating disorders and are concerned with 
their body image. According to Chu (2010), women in big cities like Seoul, Hong 
Kong and Tokyo are increasingly concerned about their body image, and have the 
similar social and cultural pressure to their western counterparts for thinness. 
Similarly, Jung and Forbes (2006) also found that compared to U.S. college women, 
Korean college women experienced greater discrepancy between actual body size and 
their ideal body size, indicating that Korean college women had greater body image 
dissatisfaction than U.S. college women. These studies attest the existence of body 
image dissatisfaction in Asian countries, and show a different understanding from 
previous assumption that thinness would not be highly valued in Asian countries 
because thinness has long been associated with poverty and poor health in Asian 
cultures (Grogan, 2008).  
Jung and Forbes (2007) argue that the rapid socioeconomic changes in Asia, the 
progress of Westernization and the changing role of women in today’s society may 
have changed Asian women’s perceptions of ideal female body image, therefore, 
thinness is no long regarded as a symbol of poverty or poor health, but as a 
representation of beauty and positive personal traits. Similarly, Lee (1993) also argues 
that with more exposure to Westernized advertisements featuring ultra-thin models 
and celebrities, Asian women have fundamentally changed their attitudes towards 
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fatness and thinness, and now share similar desire to western women for a slender 
body size.  
Indeed, Shih and Kubo’s (2005) study has found that both Taiwanese and 
Japanese college women dissatisfy with their bodies and purse a slim body image, 
suggesting that they prefer thinness, instead of plumpness as argued by Jung & Forbes 
(2007) and Lee (1993) above. Body image dissatisfaction has also been found 
common among young women in Hong Kong and big cities in China (Chen & 
Jackson, 2008; Jung & Forbes, 2007; Luo, Parish, & Laumann, 2005). Similarly in 
Singapore, Firth (2004) found that over the years, young women were increasingly 
concerned about their body image. This finding was consistent with a study conducted 
at National University of Singapore in 2005, in which seven percent of the 4,400 
female participants were believed to be at high risk of eating disorders, showing high 
level of body image dissatisfaction (Ng, 2007). However, the reasons for young Asian 
women’s body image dissatisfaction and their desire to have a thinner body image 
were not investigated in these studies. To fill in this missing area, this study will 
explore the reasons and factors relating to young Singaporean women’s body image 
satisfaction and the motivations for their body image preference.   
Though Asian young women are also found to be dissatisfied with their bodies 
and have similar desire for a thinner body image as women in the western countries, 
fewer of them are found to engage in disordered eating behaviors. For instance, Kok’s 
(1994) study shows that disordered eating behaviors among Singaporean women is 
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generally much less compared to their western counterparts, although weight concerns 
and dieting behaviors are present among Singaporean women. Similarly, Sheffield, 
Tse & Sofronoff (2005) also found that compared to Australian women, Hong Kong 
women are less likely to adopt unhealthy eating behaviors to lose weight, even though 
these two groups of women share similar body image dissatisfaction. Despite the 
existence of body image dissatisfaction among Asian women, the incidence of 
engaging in disordered eating behaviors is lower as compared to their western 
counterparts. In order to better understand the complex issue of body image 
dissatisfaction in Asia, it’s therefore necessary and imperative to conduct a study in an 
Asian context. However, it’s worth pointing out that women in different Asian 
countries may have different body image satisfaction (Jung & Forbes, 2007). For 
instance, Shih and Kubo (2005) found that as compared to Taiwanese college women, 
Japanese college women had greater body image dissatisfaction and a stronger desire 
for thinness. Due to limited time and resource, this study specifically will only 
explore body image in Singapore among Singaporean college women. Therefore, 
second and third research questions will be: 
RQ2: What constitutes as the ideal female body image among Singaporean 
college women?  
RQ3: What are Singaporean college women’s views of their own body image? 
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To better understand how the three socio-cultural factors influences women’s 
body image satisfaction and eating behaviors among Singaporean college women, 
social constructionism will be discussed in the next section to provide a theoretical 
framework for the study. 
 
2.3 Social Constructionism: A Theoretical Framework 
Body image satisfaction is usually conceptualized as a subjective issue rather 
than an objective one, which means it’s greatly determined by a person’s social 
experiences and personal perspective (Grogan, 2008). Socio-cultural factors, 
including media, peers and family have been identified as significant influences in 
building women’s body image related views (Akan & Grilo, 1995; Blowers, Loxton, 
Grady-Flesser, Occhipinti, & Dawe, 2003; Cafri, Yamamiya, Brannick, & Thompson, 
2005). Therefore, in order to understand the role of social influences on women’s 
construction of ideal body image, social constructionism will be utilized as a 
theoretical framework for this study.  
Social constructionism emphasizes the importance of social context in building 
and shaping people’s knowledge and understanding of the world. Social objects, truth, 
and realities, are “constructed, negotiated, reformed, fashioned, and organized by 
human beings in their efforts to make sense of happenings in the world” (Sarbin & 
Kitsuse, 1994, p. 3).  
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Derived from the multidisciplinary influences, social constructionism places 
great emphasis on the historical and cultural backdrops of knowledge, and believes 
the world is not a given reality, but rather a product of people’s social interaction. In 
other words, all knowledge, including what we have regarded as “reality” and “truth” 
is historically and culturally specific (Burr, 1995; Gergen, 1973). Gergan (1973) 
further highlighted that historical and cultural backdrops to a great extent determine 
people’s understanding and knowledge of the world, including regularities and 
theoretical principles in different areas. Because the historical and cultural differences 
in different societies contribute to different related personal dispositions, interaction 
forms as well as behavioral patterns, which result in different knowledge, social 
constructionism emphasizes the importance of situating an issue in the right historical 
background under the right cultural context to accurately examine and understand the 
issue (Gergen, 1999).   
Social constructionism also places great value on social process, in which 
people create, reproduce, and reaffirm realities and truths. An important aim of social 
constructionism is to understand how certain social phenomenon is formed or 
achieved through people’s interactions with each other (Gergen, 1997, 2001). Gergen 
(1997) argued that it is communal construction, rather than individual minds and 
knowledge that serves as the locus of explanation and reason in many sectors of the 
world, suggesting people’s knowledge and views towards the world are a product of 
social relationships and social interdependence – “the joint creation of meaningful 
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discourse” (p. iii). Similarly, in the book Social construction of Reality, Berger and 
Luckmann’s (1966) also emphasized the role of social interaction in constructing the 
society, arguing that social reality is independent of human actions –it’s the result of 
human interactions and relationships, rather than a direct outcome of an individual 
actions and thinking. Therefore, this study utilizes social constructionism to help 
understand how social and cultural interactions in Singapore influence women’s body 
image related s views, behaviors, perceptions and satisfaction.  
Media’s representation of thin-ideal female body image as well as the 
idealization and glorification of thinness provides women with the social background 
to understand and internalize the cultural preference and expectations of thinness 
(Kilbourne, 1999; Reis-Bergan, 2009; J. Thompson & Stice, 2001; M. Tiggemann, 
2002). Furthermore, women’s body image related discussions and conversations with 
peers (Blowers, et al., 2003; Cafri, et al., 2005) and parents (Benedikt, et al., 1998; 
Byely, et al., 2000; Cooley, et al., 2008) enable interpersonal relationships to play a 
significant role in transmitting social and cultural preference of thinness, and exert 
socio-cultural pressures of thinness on women, which construct and shape women’s 
views of ideal body image and through it to their eating behaviors. Therefore, social 
constructionism which situates the social and cultural context of body image 




Social constructionism suggests that women’s views of body image are not a 
given truth or reality, but a consequence of ongoing social processes of interactions 
carried out by people in the society, and vary in different cultures. In other words, a 
woman’s definitions and views of ideal female body image are socially constructed 
and can be very different under different cultural backgrounds and in different social 
context.  Also, a woman’s satisfaction with her own body is not evaluated by 
objective standards, but based on her understandings and internalization of cultural 
and social preference of body image, which she obtains through her interactions with 
other social groups (Grogan, 2008). Therefore, women’s satisfaction of their body 













CHAPTER 3: METHOD 
The primary purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of ideal 
female body image among university students in Singapore, and how three 
sociocultural factors: media, peers and family influence their perceptions on this. The 
field of female body image in the Asian context has limited literature, therefore, a 
qualitative approach with face-to-face in-depth interview was chosen as the research 
method.  
 
3.1 Data Collection 
The interview was conducted in a semi-structured format between forty-five to 
seventy minutes with 27 female students, aged between 20 to 22 years old. 
Participants included: 2 Eurasians, 2 Malays, 1 Arab, and 22 Chinese. All participants 
are either citizens of Singapore or permanent residents of Singapore. 
Participants were recruited through class announcement made in the 
Communication and New Media Research module in the Communication and New 
Media Department at the National University of Singapore. The recruitment criteria 
for this research were female university student living in Singapore, and at least 18 
years old. Students who were interviewed received 2 points in their module as a 
reward for their research participation.  
Interviews were conducted in the stuff lounge in the National University of 
Singapore to provide a comfortable environment for participants. The stuff lounge 
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was a small room with a table, chairs and sofa. Participants can choose wherever they 
feel comfortable to sit. During the interview, the stuff lounge was not open to the 
public, hence provided a quiet and private setting.  
Questions in the interview covered participants’ satisfaction with their own 
bodies, understandings of ideal female body image, perceived importance of having a 
good body image in today’s society, perceived influence of media on participants’ 
body image satisfaction, impact of participants’ interactions with peers and families 
on their body image satisfaction.  
The interview was conducted from February 2011 to March 2011, after 
receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board. Once the participant agreed 
to an interview, the date and location were arranged between the researcher and the 
participant. On the day of the interview, the researcher once again explained to the 
participant about the purpose of the research, the duration and the procedure of the 
interview, the protection of the participant’s privacy and confidentiality and the audio 
taping of interviews. The participant then signed consent form (see Appendix A) 
before the interview was conducted..  
To protect participants’ confidentiality, pseudonyms selected on arbitrary basis 
will be used in the result section.  
 
3.2 Data Analysis 
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Thematic analysis was used for data analysis, aiming to identify the themes 
within the wealth of information and data yielded through the in-depth interviews. 
The data was initially open coded by scrutinizing the interview transcripts line by line, 
sentence by sentence and word by word to understand the implied and explicit 
meanings embedded in the interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The codes were 
developed at this stage. The next step is axial coding, here analysis looked for 
consistent key words, phrases and story lines (Ezzy, 2002). All the codes developed at 
the open coding stage were further explored, and the relationships between codes 
were examined through comparisons for similarities and differences (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008). Through the comparison, codes were deleted or integrated into 
different categories. At the following stage, which is the selective coding, the 
researcher examined the relationships between different categories. Under the 
guidance of research questions as well as the theoretical framework of social 
constructionism, the researcher further sorted and integrated different categories into 
major and sub-themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 
The three main themes that emerged from the data were: (1) body image 
perceptions with 2 sub-themes: (a) exploring ideal body image, (b) importance of 
having a good body image; (2) body image dissatisfaction with 2 sub-themes: (a) 
body image satisfaction, (b) efforts to achieve a good body image; and (3) 
socio-cultural influences with 3 sub-themes: (a) media, (b) peers and (c) family. The 
themes will be further analyzed and discussed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
This chapter focuses on presenting the themes found in this study. The first 
theme will discuss participants’ understandings of ideal female body image, including 
what constitutes an ideal body image and what is the perceived importance of having 
a good body image. This will be followed by the discussion about participants’ 
satisfaction with their bodies as well as their efforts to achieve and maintain a good 
body image. To provide a more complete picture of participants’ attitudes and 
behaviors about the body image issue, the researcher also investigated participants’ 
body image related experience in their adolescent time. Their changed views of body 
image and the reasons for the change will also be presented to discuss the trend of this 
issue over the time in the life of the participants. Lastly, the influence of the three 
investigated socio-cultural factors-media, peers and family-on shaping participants’ 
perceptions of female body image will be discussed.  
 
4.1 Body Image Perceptions 
This section is comprised of two closely related topics. First the participants’ 
preference and definitions of ideal female body image and second a bigger picture of 
participants’ understandings of female body image and the importance of having a 
good body image for women in today’s society.  
 
4.1.1 Exploring Ideal Female Body Image 
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Definitely not so skinny like those models, a bit of flesh would be better. To 
me, it’s not nice to see someone so skinny, and it gives the wrong impression 
that it should be the ideal. And normal women are not that skinny, we are not 
models, so we do not have to be in certain size. Perfect body image would be 
healthy looking, not so skinny, not so fat, toned body, sporty maybe. 
For Yvonne, an ideal female body image should have a “healthy 
looking”, which is not too skinny. Even though Anschutz, Engels, Becker, & 
Van Strien (2009) found that media has portrayed ideal female body image as 
ultra-thinness, Yvonne doesn’t subscribe to this idea and explains her own set 
of standards for perfect female body image, which highlights the importance 
of health. It’s worth noting that Yvonne considers being too skinny as not 
healthy and thinks normal women should not restrain themselves to the same 
small body size as models. Like Yvonne, other participants also think healthy 
look is an important component of a good body image. For example, Alice 
discusses that it is not necessary and also not good to be as slim as models: 
Actually I don’t think models' figure is the ideal body image, I think they are 
too slim. To me, as long as it’s a healthy body image, like a healthy BMI, and 
when I look at you, you don’t look obese, that’s fine enough. You don’t have 
to be that slim, because sometimes too skinny is not good. And if your body is 
toned, I think that’s better than just being thin.  
Alice shares similar opinion with Yvonne regarding what is ideal female body 
image. Both Yvonne and Alice refuse to consider ultra-thinness as the measurement 
of ideal body image, and both of them also mentioned that having a healthy and toned 
body is more important and desired when it comes to reaching their ideal body image. 
The interpretations of ideal body image by the participants indicate that there may be 
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a different understanding and perceptions with regard to female body image, 
regardless of the thinness media maybe portraying. Kate also echoes similar 
sentiments: 
For the fashion magazine models they are really stick thin, I find it’s very 
scary, too thin, it’s just one line. Whereas for health magazines, their models 
are more muscular, and usually toned up. That’s the kind of body image I 
prefer actually, you are not anorexia, and you have exercised. It really looks 
like a healthy body, compared to fashion magazines, I feel they really starve 
themselves.  
Similarly, Rachel also says: 
If I have to determine what a good body is, I would say the body has to be 
toned, you can see the person has done some exercise, not just be thin, like 
fashion models, because it’s a different thing. You can be very thin by starving 
yourself, but that’s not healthy, and definitely not ideal. So if I have to choose, 
I will go for the toned, really exercised one. 
Both Kate and Rachel dislike the body image of fashion models and think they 
may have adopted unhealthy eating behaviors, such as self-starving, to manage their 
weight, suggesting their negative views and feelings about unhealthy eating 
behaviors. Similar to Yvonne and Alice, Kate and Rachel were also critical of media 
portrayal of skinny models, and showed their preference of a healthy and toned body 
since they believe it represents a healthy lifestyle. This shows a different 
understanding from Yamamiya’s (2005) study, in which college women were found 
to internalize the thin-ideal body image after exposure to media images of ultra-thin 
models, actresses and celebrities. Although not explored, the reasons contributing to 
the different perceptions of ideal female body image found in this study and in 
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Yamamiya’s study should be further explored. Furthermore, participants’ attitude 
towards unhealthy eating behaviors also shows their rejection of incorporating 
unhealthy weight control methods into their lives, indicating they are less likely to 
develop disordered eating behaviors to achieve an ultra-thin body image.  
Across the sample, participants’ opinions about ideal body image were 
consistent. All of them put a lot of weight into healthiness when defining their ideal 
body image. It is clear that they believe an ideal body image should not be just about 
thinness, but rather should represent a healthy look achieved through healthy lifestyle. 
In fact, participants downplay the importance of thinness and stand against the idea of 
being thin through disordered eating behaviors. Participants’ views of ideal female 
body image indicate that using fashion models as ideal body image may be changing 
and instead they have developed a different set of ideal body image standards, which 
assigns great value to healthiness. This is also reflected through participants’ 
opposition of unhealthy weight control methods, such as disordered eating behaviors, 
to attain ultra-thin body image and think regular exercise is a better alternative to 
maintain a healthy lifestyle.  
 
4.1.2 Importance of Having a Good Body Image 
As discussed above, participants disagree with media’s presentations of 
thin-ideal body image and think ideal female body image should present a healthy 
look instead of ultra-thinness. However, on the other side, participants also mentioned 
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that it is important to manage and control weight within a certain range, because being 
fat is not welcomed or encouraged in today’s society and would place women in an 
unfavorable position. The importance of having a good body image is discussed both 
from career and daily life aspects.  
Christine explains:  
For me personally, I think it is important. Because I think people judge you 
based on your look. Most people have judgment of fat people. They would 
think they are lazy, sloppy and sweaty. So I don’t want to have this kind of 
judgment on me, I would try to reach the goal of the perfect figure that I want.  
Christine notes that people tend to associate body image with certain types of 
characteristics, where fatness represents negative and undesired traits, such as 
laziness, and sloppiness. This suggests that for Christine, the importance of being thin 
comes from people’s prejudice in favor of thinness and against plumpness. Similarly, 
Emily says: 
Yea, personally I think it’s important to look good, especially you are working 
at corporate position. I think there are lots of women who wear nice skirts and 
tops, they look very professional. I think they look good, and I think people 
will want to do business with you if you look smart and professional, so you 
should take care of your image. If you are fat, people may think how could you 
do well at work if you cannot even control your food intake and too lazy to do 
exercise.  
Emily is discussing society’s linkage between fatness and laziness, where 
fatness is portrayed as self-indulgent and lack of self-discipline, while thinness is 
associated with positive characteristics and life outcomes, including great willpower, 
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happiness and competent (T.F. Cash, 1990). This understanding is consistent with 
Tiggemann and Rothblum’s (1988) study, in which it was found that both college 
women in America and Australia had negative views of fat people and preferred 
thinner body image. In Emily’s response, body image doesn’t only indicate personal 
traits, but also represents a woman’s professional capability. This linkage makes 
Emily believe that a thinner body image is socially acceptable and preferable. 
Therefore, to have a good foundation for career, women need to be thin to present a 
trust-worthy, smart and professional image. Similarly, Angela also shares: 
If you are aiming to succeed in business or in whatever career, I think it’s still a 
necessary evil. You still need to look at your best. I mean not necessarily to 
look like Hollywood movie stars, not like that, but you still need to make the 
effort to look presentable, not too fat, so you will make a good impression and 
get a hit in your career. 
Jennifer also expresses similar idea: 
I feel first impression actually counts a lot, so I feel it would be better if you 
have good body image. Let’s say you are going for a job interview, the first 
impression would count. Because if there are two girls go for an interview, one 
looks good, the other is fatter and not so nice looking, they all have the same 
qualifications and similar experience. Of course people will choose the first 
one. It’s maybe superficial, but that’s how people do it. 
Similar to Christine and Emily, Angela and Jennifer also think it is necessary 
for women to have a good body image, which is a well maintained and controlled 
weight, i.e. do not look fat. They think there is a preference of thinness in the 
workplace, and therefore a thin body image would place women in a more favorable 
position. Apparently, they agree with the social and cultural preference of thinness 
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and have applied it to themselves, indicating they have internalized the social norms 
of thinness, accepted the idea that people will have better impressions of thinner 
women who are believed to have better self-control and stronger will power. From 
this point, it’s reasonable to say that their understandings and perceptions of the 
importance of good body image are not self initiated, but rather socially constructed. 
This belief that a good body image is a beneficial factor for women on their road to 
achieve career success leads to the tension embedded in participants’ perceptions of 
body image. On one hand, ultra-thinness is not considered as the symbol of ideal 
female body image as participants noted, and they are critical of ultra-thin models in 
the media, but on the other hand, they also acknowledge that certain level of thinness 
is desired and believe it’s necessary to control their weight and present a positive 
image, especially in their careers.  
Besides the concerns of career success, other participants also mentioned that a 
good body image is important in their daily life in terms of popularity and 
self-esteem. Vanessa explains: 
I guess it’s an advantage for the girls who are more presentable than others. I 
am not saying that obese people are not presentable, they still are. But I mean if 
you are a man, you go into a train cabin, you see two seats, one seat besides an 
obese girl, and the other seat besides a slim girl. Which one would you choose? 
Of course the slim girl, right? Maybe you think there is no space besides the 




Vanessa thinks a woman with a good body image is usually more likable and 
popular in the social settings. Cash (1990) argued that overweight people are treated 
differently from thin people ever since childhood, when they are always being 
isolated from other kids . This prejudice continues to adulthood, when fat people tend 
to be remarked as less attractive and less popular than thin people (Grogan, 2008). 
This idea is shared by other participants. For example, Emma says: “I guess if you 
look good, you will have more friends, definitely.” Eileen also agrees, “I think it’s 
quite important. People will like you more since you look better.”  
Aside from being popular and likable, Lily also thinks a good body image will 
enhance a woman’s self-esteem and self-confidence:   
Yea, I think so, it’s quite important. Because it’s not just an external thing, the 
impression people have about you, it’s an internal thing also. It’s about 
self-esteem also. When you meet people, you want them to have the best 
impression of you. Sometimes you don’t even get the chance to talk to them, so 
they can only judge you based on your outside. If you are thin, have a good 
body image, you are more confident that people will like you. I cannot image 
how hard it would be if you don’t have average or above average body image.  
Similar to the other participants, Lily also believes that women with a thinner 
body image are more likely to leave a good impression and be socially popular than 
fatter women. Additionally, Lily is noting that women who have a good body image 
are more confident about themselves because they believe they have a better chance 
of being liked by other people in today’s society. The relationship between body 
image and likability suggested by the participants eludes that external physical 
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appearance can have an impact on women’s internal feelings and perceptions about 
themselves because of the way they may be treated based on their body image. Lucy 
echoes similar sentiment. She says, “I think it’s important because it affects people’s 
self-esteem. Normally fat people have lower self-esteem because they think people 
don’t like them since they are fat.” Lucy thinks it’s important to have a thin body 
image because it will boost women’s self-esteem and make them more confident and 
comfortable with themselves. Again, in this part of discussion, other people or the 
society’s view of women’s body image play a crucial role in forming participants’ 
understandings of the importance of good body image. It can be told from 
participants’ response that their perceptions of body image are not constructed by 
themselves alone, but through their social experience and daily interactions with other 
people, which continuously shaping their opinions about female body image.  
Participants think it’s important to have a thin and healthy body image both in 
workplace and in daily life because they feel people assign certain personal 
characteristics and life outcomes to certain types of body image. A thin body image is 
thought to benefit women because it represents positive and desired personal traits 
that can place women in a more favorable position in their careers and among their 
social groups. In addition, participants feel the society makes judgment of others 
based on their physical appearance. Therefore, it becomes necessary for women to 
have a good body image in order to leave a good impression, yet at the same time they 
reject the ultra-thin body images portrayed by the media. 
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In conclusion, this section presented participants’ understandings of ideal 
female body image. Participants described their ideal body image as not too skinny, 
looking healthy, and a little bit muscular, which is different from the media’s 
portrayed thin-ideal body image. Participants’ views of ideal female body image 
indicate that they have not fully subscribed to the media’s image of ultra-thinness; 
instead, they think healthy look is more important. However, at the same time, 
participants also admit it’s important for women to manage their weight in today’ 
society for career and personal life considerations, because of the social and cultural 
preference of thinness. It reveals the existence of contradiction in participants’ 
understandings of female body image-on one hand, they refuse to use ultra-thinness as 
the standard to evaluate female body image; but on the other hand, they believe it’s 
necessary and important to be thin in order to be successful and popular both in 
workplace and in personal life. To certain degree, social and cultural preference of 
thinness contributes to this contradiction. It is because of the obvious prejudice in 
favor of thinness and against fatness, participants internalized the idea that it’s 
important for women today to be thin. In other words, participants’ understandings 
and perceptions are at least partially constructed and influenced by social norms.  
Participants’ contradictive understandings of female body image make it 
important and necessary to investigate how they will apply these ideas to evaluate 
their own body image. Therefore, in the next section, participants’ satisfaction and 
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views of their bodies will be presented to provide a more complete picture of their 
body image related perceptions.  
 
4.2 Body Image Satisfaction 
After discussing participants’ opinions about ideal female body image and the 
importance of having a good body image, this theme will devolve into the discussions 
of how participants feel about their bodies and whether they are satisfied with their 
bodies. Furthermore, participants’ efforts and preferred methods to achieve or 
maintain a good body image will also be discussed. 
The findings show that although all the participants admit they may not have 
the perfect body image they desire, most of them still feel comfortable with their 
current body image. Cindy explains:  
Yea, I might not have the figure of those models and celebrities, but as an 
average person, I think I am ok, because I am not fat. I mean I am not going to 
entertainment industry, why do I need to be so conscious about it? As long as 
you look ok, look presentable, and you are not going towards the extreme side, 
I think it’s ok. 
Cindy notes the gap between her body image and that of models’ and 
celebrities’; however, she sees the distance as acceptable and reasonable because she 
applies different standards of body image to models and celebrities and herself. This 
reveals that the clear differentiation from models and celebrities enables Cindy to 
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accept the body image gap and still holds positive views of her body image. Amanda 
expresses a similar opinion:  
I feel ok, I mean I am not fat. As I feel ok with my weight now, sometimes 
when I am joking I am fat, I don’t really mean it. I don’t really worry about it. 
It’s not an issue for me. I am happy with it. I don’t upset about my body image. 
I don’t want to be as thin as those models. And I think keep thinking about 
your weight is just too extreme. I mean there are more important things to be 
upset about in life. I don’t think girls should be obsessed about whether they 
have gained weight or lose weight recently.  
Like Cindy, Amanda also feels comfortable about her body and emphasizes the 
idea that life should not be revolved around body image. However, it’s worth noting 
that when evaluating their own bodies, both participants mentioned that they are not 
fat, and therefore, they feel comfortable with their bodies and are not over concerned 
about it. It indicates that comfort with one’s body may be linked to not being fat, 
which is used as a basic standard to evaluate their own bodies. This opinion 
corresponds to participants’ complex views relating to female body image as 
discussed in the previous theme. The participants feel extreme thinness like fashion 
models is inappropriate and unhealthy, but at the same time, they also aspire to being 
thin and dislike the idea of being fat, because of the negative stereotype associated 
with plump women.  
Mandy shared similar understandings about body image. She explains: 
I want to be thinner. But I am not going to die if I cannot lose the weight. I 
mean body image is important, but not to the point that I will be obsessed 
about it. But I would be a little happier if I can be a bit smaller. Not as slim as 
models, but maybe about average, less than 50kg, like 40kg something. I am 
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just hoping I can lose 5kg, and then I would be so happy already. Because 
when you go shopping, and you cannot find your size, or you don’t look good 
at the clothes, I think that would be the moment when body image bothers me. 
Like Cindy and Amanda, Mandy is not upset about her weight and body image, 
even though she aspires to becoming thinner. Mandy admits it’s important to have a 
thin body image, and losing a bit of weight would make her happier, which implies 
she is not completely satisfied with her current body image. However, despite of the 
dissatisfaction, she also mentioned that she is not obsessed with changing current 
body image, indicating the desire to be thin doesn’t necessarily translate into weight 
loss efforts. Other participants also share similar attitude towards body image. For 
example, Eva says: “I would not say I am completely happy with it, but I wouldn’t 
punch myself for it, I can still live with it. Losing weight is not the top priority in my 
life.” Heather also says: “I would want to slim down a bit, but still I think I am fine 
like this.” Participants’ attitudes towards body image imply that they are not satisfied 
with their bodies and aspire to become thinner, but meanwhile, they can still handle 
the gap between their current body image and their ideal body image. Their aspiration 
is also not strong enough to lead to intense weight loss efforts. In other words, body 
image related concerns hasn’t created significant negative influence on their life, 
which is different from the finding in Rierdan and Koff’s (1997) study, in which 
weight concerns and body image dissatisfaction were found to be contributing to 
women’s depression. The similar negative psychological influence of body image 
dissatisfaction was generally not found among participants, who state that the weight 
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concerns haven’t made them feel depressed, even though they share the desire to be 
thinner.  
It’s reasonable to conclude that although participants express the desire to 
become slimmer, they still generally hold positive views of their bodies, and the 
differences between their current body image and ideal body image is well handled 
and under control. Intensive body image dissatisfaction that can result in negative 
effects was not found. Meanwhile, participants’ body satisfaction again reflects their 
contradictive understandings of female body image and thinness as discussed in the 
first theme. They have the desire to become thinner, and admit a slimmer body image 
would make them happier, yet they think it’s necessary to be healthy.  
Cooley and Toray (2001) found in their longitudinal study that body image 
dissatisfaction is related and contributing to the development of disordered eating 
behaviors. Even though behavior analysis was not included in this study, based on the 
interviews, the same trend was not found. Though participants earlier noted that they 
would like to be thinner, they were not obsessed with changing their body image, 
especially through unhealthy eating behaviors.  
Emma thinks it’s not good to adopt unhealthy methods, such as diet to lose 
weight. She says:  
Healthy ways like exercising, yoga, I think exercising is probably the best way 
to lose weight. And if you eat a lot, maybe you have to cut down a bit, and 
don’t eat certain kinds of food. But definitely not diet. Diet is not good, 
unhealthy, and it’s not working.  
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Similarly, Ada says: 
Mainly through healthy diet and more exercise. I am trying to cut down 
snacking and eat less deep fried food and fast food. They are really fattening 
and not good for health either. Also I start doing exercise more regularly, like 
go to jogging three times a week. But I wouldn’t go to some kind of crazy diet, 
like no carbohydrates at all, or only intake 1500 calories a day, or something 
like that. 
Both Emma and Ada do not adopt unhealthy eating behaviors to lose weight 
and consider regular exercise and healthy food as their main methods to control and 
manage their weight. It shows that even though they have the intention to lose weight, 
they still place health in a higher priority, which implies that their desire to achieve a 
thinner body image doesn’t result in unhealthy eating behaviors but instead leads to 
healthy lifestyle. Participants’ health consciousness is consistent with their opinions 
about body image as presented in the first theme that healthy look is very important 
for ideal female body image. Therefore, dieting is not among their considerations as a 
method to lose weight. This commonly shared health consciousness can be further 
illustrated by Joanna’s response. She expresses:  
I think I am very fat. So I would cut down the unnecessary food. Like 
sometimes when you go to watch movie you will eat popcorn, but I feel I 
should cut down on that. I probably will skip the snacks and focus on the three 
meals, and go for something simple, like normal rice or noodle, instead of 
western food. But anyway, you need to eat three meals a day, I think it’s 
necessary. And I am trying to exercise more. I think exercise is the best way to 
achieve a good body image. 
Like Emma and Ada, Joanna also shows her objection of adopting disordered 
eating behaviors to lose weight, even though she is very dissatisfied with her body. 
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It’s worth noting that among all the participants, Joanna is the only one who expresses 
intense dissatisfaction about her body image. But even for her case, when it comes to 
the methods of losing weight, she shared the same idea as the other participants that a 
good body image is not worth risking their health, and unhealthy weight-loss dieting 
methods are not an option. Stice and Shaw (2002) found evidence to support that 
body image dissatisfaction is a risk factor for eating disorders, however, based on 
participants’ experiences and belief, the same trend is not found in this study. Here, 
participants’ opinions about the methods to lose weight demonstrate that body image 
dissatisfaction doesn’t necessary translate into the intention and tendency to develop 
disordered eating behaviors; and health concerns play a significant role in determining 
their choices of weight-loss methods.  
However, it’s worth noting that although all the participants take a stance 
against unhealthy ways to achieve a good body image, some of them, such as Emily, 
also mentioned that they had unhealthy dieting experience during their adolescent 
period, ranging from 12 to 18. Emily explains: 
I was only upset at the JC (junior college) time, when I was about 15. I tried to 
go on diet, I kept thinking I am going to lose weight, I am going to lose weight. 
I tried unhealthy dieting, went on strict diet for few days, like just water or 
fruits for the whole day. And I event tried diarrhea pills one time. I stopped all 
these efforts when I went into university, because I started to realize it was so 
stupid to be obsessed with it.  
Haley had similar experience during her adolescence:  
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I think that was few years ago, when I was 16. I was very conscious about my 
weight. I cut down carbohydrates and counted calories every day, and I really 
stopped eating all the carbohydrates. During lunch and recess at school, I just 
drank something that made me feel I had a serving meal or something. It was 
for 10 months, close to a year I would say. I lost a lot of weight, but somehow 
it was never good enough, if you actually get to that stage, you would never 
stop. Every time you lose weight, you always think you need to lose more. My 
weight really dropped a lot at that time. But now when I think back, I was 
really stupid to do all these things.  
Joyce also says:  
I think I ate less and skipped meals very often, and I even counted calories 
once when I was about 16. I told myself I could only intake 1000 calories a 
day. That was really crazy time. I went back to normal eating about one year 
ago when university started. I think I suddenly realized I should not jeopardize 
my health just for getting thinner. 
Emily, Haley and Joyce admit that they were much more weight conscious and 
were much concerned about their body image during their adolescent time. This 
weight consciousness and obsession led to their adoption of unhealthy dieting 
behaviors, which now they stand against. It suggests that their attitudes and views 
about body image may change overtime, which signifies that for some participants, 
body image related perceptions and behaviors are open to change at different life 
stages.  
Participants reported starting university as the turning point when their body 
image related attitudes and behaviors begin to change. For instance, Alicia explains 
the reason for her change: 
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I wouldn’t do that (dieting) any more. I think maybe because when you grow 
older, you get used to your weight and look, so I am more confident of myself, 
not in that awkward time period anymore. Maybe that’s why now I am not so 
affected by other people’s comments. Because my mindset has already set up 
and it is quite stable, I will judge myself and others according to my standards.  
Alicia thinks getting used to her own weight and physical appearance is a 
reason for her changed views of body image. It’s noticeable that Alicia cited 
adolescent time as an “awkward” period, and suggests that she was less confident and 
comfortable about herself. Burgess’ (2006) argues that adolescent is a time when 
great physical changes will happen and result in heavier weight and drive adolescent 
girls away from a thin ideal. Therefore, young women at this particular period would 
be more concerned about their body image than any other life stage. This is consistent 
with Alicia’s experience that her body image concerns were stronger in her 
adolescence and when she got used to herself and has her own standards for body 
image, this anxiety eased. Other participants also shared similar thoughts that the 
period of entering university is the time when they started having their own standards 
of body image and making independent evaluations of their bodies. For instance, 
Mary says:  
In secondary school, more girls were on diet. I don’t know, maybe it’s the 
period you are getting overwhelmed by media about body image, then when 
you grow older, you suddenly come to realize eating healthy is more important 
than getting skinny, so people stop dieting. And in university, professors 
always encourage us to think independently, not to follow everyone else, you 
can disagree. So you start to think what ideal body image means to yourself. I 
think that’s what happened to my friends and me; my social circle is like that. 
The most cases of dieting and other eating disorder behaviors I have heard of 
were during the secondary school time. 
 52 
 
Like Alicia, Mary also thinks women are less inclined to adopt disordered 
eating behaviors to lose weight after they enter university, because they started 
realizing the importance of health. This suggests that the awareness of the importance 
of health plays a significant role in preventing participants from developing eating 
disorders. Furthermore, according to Mary, the changes in body image related 
attitudes partially attribute to the fact that university students are encouraged to 
develop and express their own thoughts, instead of following the trends. In other 
words, thinking independently is considered as an important factor that helped Mary 
to develop her own standards of body image. Other participants also think that getting 
older and more mature is the main reason that is accountable for their body image 
related changes in attitudes and behaviors. For example, Juliet says:  
I don’t really know why, but I feel more mature when I entered university, 
statistics also show that we are more easily influenced at the age of 16, 17. We 
would think it’s good to follow others and the trends. It’s safe to be in that 
zone. And we tend to think physical appearance is like the most important 
thing in our life. This thought changes a lot after you start university, because 
you will think getting good scores and finishing school is more important.  
Similarly, Maryann says:  
In secondary school and junior college, people are more childish, if there is 
something weird about a person, they will remember you, they will tease you, 
and they will say things behind your back. But now we are more mature, 
people will think you should work together, whether I am skinny or fat. 
Everyone just wants to study, so it doesn’t matter so much how you look, 
people are all thinking about getting the degree, they won’t discriminate on 
anything as long as you can work together with them. It’s really quite different 
from secondary school or junior college. People are more accepting, and when 
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you meet new people, you just take them for who they are, the past doesn’t 
really matter. 
According to Juliet and Maryann, getting more mature made people become 
less judgmental about another person’s body image, and their focus transferred from 
appearance to study and work. This suggests that comparing to adolescence, at 
university, body image is no longer the center of their lives, and other goals are 
considered more important. The changed focus from body image to other issues, such 
as study allows participants to become less weight concerned.  
To conclude, participants generally hold positive views of their body image, 
although they express the desire to become thinner at the same time. They have 
managed to handle and accept the gulf between their body image and their ideal 
without creating significant negative influence on their lives, because they apply 
different standards of body image to evaluate their bodies as compared to models and 
celebrities. When it comes to the methods of losing weight, all the participants stand 
against the idea of using unhealthy weight management methods and disordered 
eating behaviors to achieve a thin body image. However, a look at the issue of body 
image and unhealthy eating habits over the time, it’s found that participants were 
more concerned about their bodies and were more inclined to develop disordered 
eating behaviors during their adolescent period than university time. The different 
views and understandings of body image at different life stages are considered due to 
several factors: participants’ ability to think about and judge their bodies 
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independently, their changed focus from body image to other issues and people they 
interact frequently are less judgmental in university time. 
In the next theme, the influence of three socio-cultural factors, i.e. media, peers 
and family will be explored and discussed to help understand participants’ complex 
views of ideal female body image as well as the satisfaction with their bodies as 
discussed in the first and the current themes.  
 
4.3 Socio-cultural Influences  
     Socio-cultural factors together play a crucial role in affecting and shaping 
women’s thoughts about body image according to social constructionism (Hacking, 
1999), which argues people’s perceptions and understandings of the world are 
developed under a certain social context. In previous discussions, it has already found 
that participants’ complex and contradictive understandings of body image is heavily 
influenced and constructed by the social norms, i.e. the social settings they are placed 
in. Participants emphasize the importance to have a good body image both in 
professional aspect and personal life aspect because they believe thinness is more 
welcomed and encouraged by the social context they are familiar with. In the research 
area of women’s body image dissatisfaction, it has been found that among all the 
potential influential social factors, three main socio-cultural factors-media, peers and 
family-have great impact on women’s body image related attitudes and behaviors 
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(Anschutz, et al., 2009; Blowers, et al., 2003; Keel, et al., 1997; Paxton, et al., 1999). 
These three factors will be explored in this section. 
 
4.3.1 Media as an Influential Factor 
Media is one of the most important socio-cultural influential factors that have 
been identified playing a significant role in constructing women’s perceptions of ideal 
female body image (Grogan, 2008; Heinberg, 2002). To investigate how media, such 
as magazines and TV shows may influence women’s body image related views, 
participants were asked questions on their media consumptions, and their opinions of 
the body image of models and celebrities. In addition, participants’ consumptions and 
reading patterns of magazines were explored to understand its potential influence. 
Amy explains: 
I usually look at the clothes and hairstyle, I don’t look at models. All the 
models seem to be the same. There is no difference between each model, I 
think that’s why when girls look at magazines, we only look at the clothes they 
wear, not the models. I think if you ask any girl which model they like the 
most, many of them probably would not be able to tell you. But if the person is 
a famous person, then I will look at her to see how she has changed, because 
usually the celebrities will change their hairstyles or something like that.  
Amy regards magazines as a place to get update about celebrities and generally 
neglects the models in the fashion magazines, implying that she doesn’t pay attention 
to models’ body image as well. This signifies that for Amy, magazine doesn’t serve as 
a reference of female body image, and therefore, the ultra-thin body image of models 
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may not have significant impact on her. Lily expressed similar ideas about fashion 
magazine and her neglect of magazine models:  
I only read fashion magazines when I need advice about makeup, dressing 
styles or which hair style I should cut. So I will just focus on those things I am 
looking for, instead of looking at the models unless she is more well-known, 
then I may look at her. Otherwise, I don’t really notice the models. 
Amy and Lily note that their readings of fashion magazines always have clear 
purposes, which are to seek fashion and beauty related guidance and advice, but they 
don’t pay much attention to models’ body image. Participants’ neglect of models’ 
body image suggests that they may not aware of ultra-thin body image in magazines. 
Similarly, Linda explains, “Yes, I read them to see what to wear, and how to match 
the clothes with accessories, like bags and shoes. I don’t buy magazines to see 
models. ” Amanda also says, “Actually for the magazines I read, I don’t really notice 
the models, I just look at the photos of clothes and bags or information about skin care 
products.” These participants all mentioned their neglect of magazine models during 
their magazine reading, implying that the body image of fashion models is not the 
focus of their magazine consumption. In other words, even though participants have 
exposure to magazines, they may not aware of the ultra-thin body image of models. 
Cusumano and Thompson (1997) argued that awareness and internalization of the 
ideal thin body image appearing in the magazines was one of the main reasons leading 
to women’s body image dissatisfaction. This alludes to that without awareness and 
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internalization of models’ ultra-thin body image, participants’ magazine reading may 
not result in great impact on their body image perceptions and body satisfaction.  
However, other participants admit they have noticed the thin ideal body image 
of models in magazines, but the influence was reported small. For instance, Ada says: 
Of course I will see models wearing those nice clothes and they usually look 
good at everything because they have good bodies. But I don’t really compare 
myself with them and feel upset about it, because I feel they have lots of help, 
like they can afford to do plastic surgery, they have personal trainers, and they 
are wearing lots of makeup. You can always be pretty with makeup, the hair, 
and the gown. They are so perfect in the way that I do not want to compare to 
them. So normally when I read, I will just think they are beautiful, but I won’t 
compare myself to them. Because I think it’s not a fair comparison, like we are 
not on the same scale, she is celebrity, she has professional to help her. 
Ada notes models in fashion magazines have good body image and are usually 
thin, but the thin ideal body image doesn’t result in negative outcomes in her life as 
she identifies models as someone very different from her. She refuses to compare her 
body image with that of models’ because of the perceived professional helps available 
for models. This implies that Ada sees there is a great distance between models and 
herself, and the distance makes the gap between her body image and that of models 
reasonable and acceptable. In other words, the differentiation from models is a way 
for Ada to handle the different body images between models and herself. Emily 
expresses similar opinion:  
I know they look good, but I don’t compare with them. I know for magazines, I 
once read a documentary talking about how magazines Photoshop their models 
to become very tone and skinny. It means they have been through the 
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professional hands, and I know they are a little bit deceiving in that side. So if 
you compare with them, it’s more like you are comparing to the photographer’s 
Photoshop skills, not the models.  
Like Ada, Emily also thinks it’s pointless to compare with models because the 
photos printed in magazines have been digitally manipulated and perfected, and 
therefore, models’ body image is regarded as unrealistic. This understanding leads to 
the rejection of comparing themselves to models relating to body image. It suggests 
that even though participants admit models have thinner and better body image, they 
are not inclined to set models’ body image as their reference, or internalize models’ 
body image as their ideal body image. This view that models are living in a different 
world where a lot of external helps are available indicates that participants have 
drawn clear lines between themselves and models. This differentiation explains 
participants’ opinions in the discussion of their body satisfaction as presented in the 
previous theme, where participants think the gulf between their bodies and that of 
models doesn’t cause or increase their own body image dissatisfaction.  
Other participants also noted the same reason for not comparing themselves 
with models. Melody says:  
No, not really, I mean their bodies are nice. But I think their photos be edited 
through Photoshop. And they usually have trainers with them, tell them what to 
eat, what to do every day. Whereas for us, we don’t have those. I think it’s not 
possible to have that kind of body unless you have these helps. 
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On the other hand, some participants reported that comparing to models in 
magazines, and actresses and celebrities in movies and TV have greater influence on 
their views of body image. Penny explains:  
Not so much of models, but maybe actresses. You know in the films, the 
leading actresses are usually very hot girls, thin, tall and pretty. They are the 
kind of girls that guys would trace after. And sometimes they wear clothes and 
look very nice, and you know you cannot wear it as nice as they are, unless you 
lose certain weight. 
Penny shows a greater tendency to look up to actresses comparing to 
models with regard to body image. As she notices, actresses with good body 
image are usually portrayed as someone who is socially popular and likable 
among the opposite sex in movies. Penny’s observation corresponds with 
participants’ views of the importance of thinness as discussed earlier. 
Participants believe it’s important to have a thin body image because thin 
women are more likeable and approachable in everyday life. Media’s portrayal 
of thin actresses as the focus of attention signifies that there are social 
meaning and benefits assigned to thinness. For Penny, this association 
between thinness and social likeability displayed in movies makes her feel 
actresses are more influential in terms of body image, indicating the social 
meanings of thinness plays an important role in transmitting the social and 
cultural preference of thinness. Claire echoes a similar sentiment:  
Not models, I think it’s because of the dramas and movies. I think I have 
watched too many. The leading actresses are always skinny and good looking, 
and they always end up having this amazing guy falling in love with them. I 
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also want to have that kind of romantic relationship, so I have to be beautiful 
and thin. 
It’s noticeable that Melody and Claire’s observations of the benefits of 
thin women in movies and dramas correspond to participants’ perceived 
importance of thinness as discussed in the previous theme. Claire reveals how 
her perceptions of body image are being influenced by the dramas such that 
she feels the need to be thin in order to be involved in a romantic relationship. 
Claire is noting that dramas and movies may play a bigger role in influencing 
her views of ideal body image than models in magazines. Claire’s response 
and explanation is consistent with the idea of social constructionism, in which 
her understanding of the benefits of being thin is shaped by dramas and 
movies, i.e. a social context. The portrayed advantages of thinness in the 
media lead Claire to believe that being thin is crucial if she wants to be in a 
romantic relationship. Elle also agrees that dramas and movies are more 
influential than magazines in building the ideal female body image. She 
explains:  
When they share stories, when they share their lives and how much attention 
they get, the good parts about celebrities, I think it has influence on me. 
Because you would think “oh, if you are slim, you can get that, that, and that.” 
But of course, if it’s just them standing and posing, like models in most 
magazines, it doesn’t have effect. They look pretty, but that’s all, there are not 
motivations for me.  
Elle thinks showing the benefits and advantages of having a good body image is 
the reason why media has influence on her. Lack of context and background stories in 
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magazines results in magazine models’ limited influence even though they look great. 
Actresses and celebrities, however, have greater influence because they show the 
positive outcomes of having a thin body image. Penny, Claire and Elle’s responses 
correspond to participants’ perceived importance of thinness as discussed in the first 
theme, when participants believe thinness is important in today’s society for women, 
because it links to a series of positive personal traits and life outcomes. Media’s 
promotion of thinness has become an important social environment where 
participants’ perceptions are formed and shaped.  
Actresses and celebrities’ greater influence is also reflected through 
participants’ discussion of considering them as their target of body image comparison. 
Diana admitted she compares herself with actresses and celebrities: 
Yea, occasionally I do. You know, sometimes you see them and think “oh, it 
would be nice if I can be that thin and have that kind of body figure.” I even 
used to cut pictures of celebrities and stick them to my wall, and said to myself 
that “I also want to look like that.” I stopped doing it from about a year ago, 
but I still compare myself to them from time to time. 
Actresses and celebrities are regarded not only as the body image comparison 
target for Diana, but also provide her with the direction and motivation in her weight 
loss efforts. In other words, Diana considers the body image of actresses and 
celebrities as her ideal and hopes to achieve the same body image. It suggests 
actresses and celebrities have significant influence on her view of ideal female body 
image. Another participant Carol also reported similar body image comparison: 
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Yea, I would compare to them sometimes, like when I watch dramas or 
movies. And I will feel miserable about it, because I am so fat, and they are 
just so perfect and look great at the clothes. I think I can never be as thin as 
them. I don’t understand why I cannot diet to achieve that. 
For Carol, the comparison with actresses and celebrities has trigged negative 
feelings and has made her feel very dissatisfied about her own body. For Carol, the 
social comparison with actresses and celebrities had a negative influence on her body 
image satisfaction. Dittmar and Howard (2004) found that comparison with thin-ideal 
models and celebrities in the media increased women’s body-focused anxiety and 
dissatisfaction. However, to note that Elle and Dina didn’t discuss similar negative 
influence of body image comparison with models and celebrities as Carol mentioned, 
which suggests that the results of body image comparison can vary among 
individuals. Michelle also notes that she engages in the comparison with actresses and 
celebrities, but the negative consequences of comparison described by Carol were not 
reported. Michelle says: 
I think it’s more subconscious comparison, like ‘oh, her legs are so long and 
thin compare to mine’, but I think that’s it. After you finish watching the show, 
that’s it, you don’t go any further. So they won’t bring any substantial changes 
or influence to my life. 
The comparison with models and actresses did cause Michelle to realize her 
imperfections regarding body image, suggesting her comparison with ideal thin body 
image would result in negative feelings. However, unlike Carol, this negative effect of 
comparison was very limited and only temporary. Similarly, Lisa explains:  
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Yea, sadly yes. I would be quite envious of her figure and think how good it 
would be if I have the same body figure. But it’s just a thought and just at that 
moment, when I see food, I will just forget about the thought and go to eat. It 
doesn’t influence me. 
Similarly, Gina says: 
Yes, sometimes I do. Actually it only occurs when I am free to sit down and 
look at them. I do envy them have that kind of body, but I wouldn’t really feel 
upset or depressed about it. Once I don’t look at them, I would forget about it 
and they are not in my mind anymore. 
Michelle, Lisa and Gina think the influence they get from comparisons with 
actresses and celebrities is only temporary and not strong enough to encourage them 
to take actions to change their current bodies. It signifies that for these participants, 
the influence of body image comparison is not so significant that it would motivate 
them to engage in weight loss efforts. In other words, exposure to thin-ideal body 
image and comparisons with thin actresses and celebrities have increased participants’ 
body image dissatisfaction, but the negative effects only exist for a very short period 
of time, which reveals that the comparison with thin ideal body image doesn’t bring 
substantial or significant change to participants’ life.  
However, not all the participants compare themselves with actresses and 
celebrities, some participants refuse to compare. Vicky illustrates this further:  
It’s a different world for them. The entire world is revolving around achieving 
and maintaining perfect body image, then showing it to the world, and 
becoming famous. I am different. Maybe I will set them as my target, but I 
won’t really slim down until their size, they did that because they need to go on 
TV, they are celebrities. They said when you go on TV, it will put on 30% or 
50% more weight on you, so they have to slim down for their job, for their 
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career. But for us just being normal person, being OK and healthy is enough. I 
mean I see them differently. I always think they are doing this for their job, but 
my job is not what they are doing. So I don’t have to be like that. 
Similarly, Mandy says: 
We are different from them. They may have to run 10km every day and eat 
very little. Because this is their life, their bodies are one of the most important 
things they have to achieve what they want. I feel they are in the lead of their 
own. We wouldn’t put so much effort into what they are doing. It’s a different 
world for them. The entire world is revolving around maintaining good body, 
then showing it to the world, and becoming famous. But we are just normal 
people, so we don’t need to be like that. 
Both Vicky and Mandy clearly differentiate themselves from actresses and 
celebrities, for whom they thought a good body image is crucial for their career 
development. Vicky and Mandy therefore apply different standards of body image to 
actresses and celebrities as compared to themselves. Here, the distance and 
differences between actresses and celebrities and normal women have been noted by 
participants as a reason not to regard the ultra thin body image appearing in the media 
as their ideal. The perceived differences between women in the entertainment industry 
and normal women further echo participants’ discussion of body image satisfaction as 
explored earlier. In the earlier theme, participants think they are satisfied with their 
bodies even though they are not as thin as most models and celebrities, because they 
don’t see the need to confirm to the strict standards of thinness that they believe only 
applies to models and celebrities; here, participants refuse to compare their bodies 
with that of actresses and celebrities, because they don’t place themselves in the same 
category as actresses and celebrities. This signifies that thin actresses and celebrities 
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are not regarded as an important reference group in terms of body image for 
participants, and therefore, their influence on participants’ views of body image may 
be limited.  
To summarize, the above results suggest that the influence of media is varied 
across the sample, though the participants generally agreed that models in magazines 
have less influence than actresses and celebrities in movies and TV. Some participants 
admit that the repeated presentation of ideal body image coupled with the glorification 
of thinness made them feel dissatisfied with their bodies, suggesting media’s 
idealization of thinness plays a role in transmitting the socio-cultural preference of 
thinness. Also, it’s safe to say that media’s implication of the benefits of thinness is an 
influential socio-cultural factor in developing and forming participants’ 
understandings and perceptions of body image. Through frequent interactions and 
conversation with media, mainly drams and movies in this context, some participants 
realized, accepted and internalized social norms regarding female body image. In 
other words, their knowledge of female body image is not a given fact, but developed 
through the process of interaction. Meanwhile, participants didn’t discuss the 
dissatisfaction leading them to change their behaviors to achieve the ideal body image 
presented in the media. This is mostly because participants think media’s influence is 
limited and often temporary, and they categorized themselves as someone very 
different from models, actresses and celebrities who have to conform to the strict set 
of standards of thin ideal body image because of their career. Therefore, even though 
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media plays an important in forming participants’ perceptions of female body image, 
it may be not as powerful as found by researchers such as Kilbourne (1999), 
Tiggemann (2002), Tiggemann and Pickering (1996), and Yamamiya et al. (2005) 
who argued that media portrayed ideal female body image can lead to increased and 
intense body image dissatisfaction, which further results in disordered eating 
behaviors. In this study, the body image dissatisfaction resulted from exposure to 
thin-ideal media is however, well managed by participants such that they didn’t 
discuss it causing long lasting negative consequences. 
Besides media, participants also discussed the influence of peers, including both 
girlfriends and boyfriends on their views of female body image. The role of peers in 
constructing participants’ body image related perceptions will be explored in the next 
section. 
 
4.3.2 Peers as an Influential Factor 
In addition to media, peers are also seen as an influential factor in women’s 
perceptions of body image. One important channel to realize peers’ influence is 
through women’s body image related discussions with their girlfriends. This 
discussion termed as “fat talk” (M. Nichter, & Vuckovic, N., 1994) allows women to 
actively engage in sharing body image related concerns. In a recent study in the 
United States, 93 percent of the college women were found have engaged in “fat talk” 
(Salk & Engeln-Maddox, 2011). The study also found “fat talk” to be an inevitable 
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topic of conversations among women, no matter the body size. For instance, 
Samantha explains that body image is always the topic of conversation between her 
and her girlfriends: 
Actually we can talk about it anytime, as long as we meet. For me I will just 
randomly comment whenever I feel I am fat. Most of the time is after we took 
photos. Because sometimes you will find yourself super fat in the photo, then 
you will complain that you have gained weight, and what you have eaten 
recently, or something like that. So I would say it’s anytime, we can discuss 
about this anytime. 
Similarly, Adeline also described her frequency of engaging in the body 
image related conversations as very often. She explains: 
Quite often, I think it’s very common. Like sometimes when we go to toilet, 
my friends will stand in front of mirror and say “oh my God. My tummy is 
really fat.” Then everyone will start to say “yea, me too. I am so fat.” And then 
maybe we will discuss what kind of clothes would make you look good, will 
enhance your figure, and sometimes we will gossip which celebrity has grown 
fatter. Or we will complain to each other like “I have gained weight recently”, 
or “I think I really need to lose weight”. It’s a very common topic. 
Consistent with Salk and Engeln-Maddox’s (2011) finding that “fat talk” 
is a frequently discussed topic among peer groups. Both Samantha and 
Adeline admit body image is a very common topic of discussion with their 
girlfriends, suggesting they have the tendency to share their body image 
related concerns and anxiety with their girlfriends. As Adeline points out, she 
and her girlfriends participate in conversations revolving body figure and 
weight control on regular basis, during which they share their concerns and 
insecurities about their bodies with each other. The peers are regarded by the 
participants as people to confide their body-focused anxiety and concerns, and 
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also serve as a source to look for body image related advice and suggestions, 
such as how to improve the body image through dressing. Similarly, Carmen 
says “Yea, here and there, we will complain and discuss about it quite often. 
And when we go out for shopping, we will discuss which clothes actually 
make us look thinner.”  
However, not all participants regularly engage in “fat talk”. Audrey says, 
“It’s seldom a common issue. I think we don’t really talk about it.” Similarly, 
Amber expresses: 
Not really, we don’t discuss about it a lot. Actually it really depends on your 
friends. You know you have some friends who spend the whole day talking 
about ways to lose weight, or complaining how many kilos they have gained. I 
actually hardly talk about it. I guess it’s probably because of my friends, they 
are not that concerned about their bodies. They are different from the friends I 
had in secondary school, who were very concerned about their bodies, and that 
was when I talked more about it.  
Amber notes that “fat talk” is not a common discussion topic among her 
and her friends. She attributes her seldom participation in this type of 
conversation to her friends, who don’t worry much about their bodies. It 
signifies that “fat talk” is largely determined by friends, meaning friends’ 
attitudes and concerns about their body image and weight have great influence 
on participation in inclination to engage in “fat talk”.  
During “fat talk”, another phenomenon mentioned was that friends who 
complained about their fatness during the conversation were actually “not fat 
at all”. Stella elaborates this further: 
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The thing is those friends who complained to me and said they were fat, I 
actually think they are OK, so I usually will say “but you don’t look fat at all, 
why you need to lose weight?” And they always say ‘because you did not see 
it’, they would then tell me actually they has have fat in the arms, in the legs 
and what so ever.  
Daisy expresses similar opinion: 
Sometimes they will say “I think I am really a giant man.” But some of them 
are actually very skinny I think. They look perfectly fine to me. So I would say 
“no, you are not.” But they will insist and say “yea, I am.” We have this kind 
of small argument then I will just give up. 
Stella and Daisy’s account of their friends reveals that women’s 
insecurities about their bodies may often result in their inability to make 
objective evaluation of their bodies. It’s consistent with Anette’s (2004) 
finding that even when women are slim, many women would still consider 
themselves too heavy or heavier than they appear. This suggests that women’s 
body image dissatisfaction and body-focused anxiety may not have much to 
do with their actual weight, but more due to their subjective feelings, which 
are usually expressed through “fat talk”. Therefore, “fat talk” serves as a tool 
of social construction of body image among peers. 
Also, during “fat talk”, women often give and receive encouraging and 
positive comments from their girlfriends, assuring them they are in fact not fat 
at all like Stella and Daisy said to their friends. Similarly, Alice explains: 
The pressure you get to slim down from media is somehow balanced by the 
encouragement you get from girlfriends. They always tell you don’t worry 
about it, you are very thin already. So you don’t really see there is the urgency 
to do anything to change your body. Girlfriends would always say something 
nice to make you feel better.  
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For Alice, “fat talk” has been regarded as a source to seek 
encouragement to alleviate the pressure of achieving a better body image she 
gets from media. It indicates that girlfriends often function as a source of 
comfort to ease body image dissatisfaction. Monica also expresses similar 
opinion: 
All the comments I got from my friends, they are always good, never bad. 
They always reassure me that I look nice, and I am their ideal size. They would 
discourage me to go on diet. So I have never gone on diet is partly because of 
my friends, as they told me I look just fine now and I should not be any 
skinner. 
To Monica, the positive outcomes of “fat talk” are not only confined to 
emotional feelings, it also prevents her from going on diet and adopting any 
unhealthy eating behaviors. This suggests that “fat talk” can also serve as a 
positive influence rather than only as a source of peer pressure to change their 
bodies. Stice, Maxfield & Wells (2003) found that “fat talk” increased 
women’s body dissatisfaction and other negative effects. However, the 
participants reveal that “fat talk” can also be a positive influence on body 
image because friends’ reassurance, positive and encouraging responses 
during “fat talk” can alleviate the anxiety about one’s body. Lily illustrates 
this notion further: 
There was once a time I gained weight, so I complained to my friends and said 
“hey you know what, I have gained a lot of weight in the past few months.” 
Their response shocked me because they said actually I look better with a little 
bit more weight. I took it sincerely as I think they are sincere. I mean it did 
make me feel better, so I think “ok, then I don’t need to do anything to lose the 
extra kilos.” Because my friends said I look better in this way. 
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For Lily, “fat talk” allowed her to accept her body and stopped her being 
concerned about her increased weight and instead becoming comfortable with 
the change. Therefore, unlike the negative influence found by Stice et al. 
(2003), friends can be a very significant positive influential factor, because 
their perceptions and feedbacks can influence the satisfaction of their friends’ 
body image. However, not all the participants shared the same idea about “fat 
talk”. Lucy illustrates:  
I don’t really like to talk about it. I mean it’s quite awkward to discuss 
something like “my thighs are too fat”, “my stomach is not flat”, or “I don’t 
have a perfect shape”, it’s quite a negative thing. I think it’s quite annoying 
sometimes, to be sharing this negative energy. I mean you want to feel happy 
and good, not emphasizing things you are lacking of. And in fact, many of 
them are not even close to be fat. So personally, I don’t really understand why 
people out there would want to keep talking about how they are not skinny 
enough, or not perfect enough. 
Unlike the other participants, Lucy believes “fat talk” can result in 
negative outcomes. Lucy fears that sharing body image related insecurities, 
dissatisfaction and complaining may not always produce positive results, but 
instead create negative consequences. However, to note that previous 
participants were seeing “fat talk” as a source for support and reassurance, and 
highlighted the positive influence on their body image concerns and 
satisfaction, but Lucy is discussing that the outcomes of “fat talk” may also be 
negative, if its focus is on the negative aspect of body image. Natalie agrees 
that “fat talk” sometimes is not good. She says, “Sometimes the girl who 
complains is very thin, so other girls will feel they are too fat because she is 
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already so skinny, but she still complains.” Natalie notes that a thin woman’s 
complaining about her fatness may remind other women about their own 
imperfections, creating a focus on the negative aspects of body image such 
that one woman’s body dissatisfaction may arouse other women’s 
body-focused anxiety and concerns. Also, in Natalie’s response, it shows that 
during “fat talk”, women may compare with each other and this comparison 
may lead to their increased body image dissatisfaction, suggesting one 
woman’s negative views of her own body may have a negative influence on 
their friends’ body satisfaction.  
The comparison of body image among women does not only occur 
during “fat talk”, participants reported the existence of consciously and 
unconsciously body image comparison with their girlfriends in daily life rather 
than the images portrayed by the media (Dittmar & Howard, 2004). For 
example, Helen notes that:  
Actually I would compare with people around me. I compare myself more 
often to friends than to celebrities. I will compare with them and see if I am too 
skinny or fat, then I will try to change a bit if I am not average. But for 
celebrities, I mean usually you see them on the screen, they may look 
differently in real life. And whatever you see on the screen, you can tell 
yourself that “everything happened there is not true”, because it’s not like you 
will see movie stars like Cameron Diaz on the street all the time, they are so far 
away.  
For Helen, the body image comparison with her friends provides the 
standards to gauge whether her body is within the acceptable range. Helen’s 
response echoes Natalie’s opinion as discussed earlier that women compare 
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with their girlfriends to judge their own bodies. Helen builds her standards of 
thinness and fatness through the observations of her friends’ bodies, which 
suggests that peers exert a greater influence than media in shaping views of 
body image. This is similar to what participants noted in the earlier theme, that 
often they regard celebrities as needing to have certain images due to their 
profession, while friends present a more realistic picture of body image. 
Participants’ differentiation of themselves from celebrities prevents them from 
fully subscribing to and internalization media portrayed ideal female body 
image. On the other hand, the perceived similarities between participants and 
their friends make peers a significant influential factor. Similarly, Connie also 
judges her body through comparison with her friends:  
Not so much with celebrities, but more with friends, because I see them every 
day, while celebrities I can forget about them when I am not in front of TV or 
something. Sometimes when I am together with a group of thin people, I will 
be affected. I will think “oh, man, I am the biggest here.” But because I also 
have friends who have the same size as me, I would not find it so bad. When I 
am together with them, I feel I am normal.  
Like Helen, Connie compares her body image with friends rather than 
the images seen in the media. Connie’s comparison with her thin friends 
triggers dissatisfaction about her body, while the comparison with her plumper 
friends doesn’t result in the same negative feelings, which alludes to the 
subjective nature of body image that even without engaging in “fat talk”, peers 
can still influence one’s body image dissatisfaction. Therefore, the comparison 
with friends can have positive or negative influence on body image 
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satisfaction, whether it’s through engaging in “fat talk” or simply by 
comparison with friends. However, Lena expresses a different view:  
No, because there are different body types, right? There are those have wider 
shoulders, those have wider hips. I mean if you really have wider shoulders, 
but you want wider hips, you cannot really sort your bones and look like what 
you want…so I think there is really no point, I mean all I can say is she has 
good genes. 
Unlike previous participants, Lena refuses to compare with her friends due to 
their different body types, because body image is considered to be determined 
genetically. Therefore, Lena acknowledges that it’s normal for her and her friends to 
have different body images, signifying that peers’ great influence on body satisfaction 
through comparison that has been discussed earlier is not found in Lena’s case. 
Similarly, Amanda says, “I wouldn’t compare myself to those one who are born 
skinny, no matter how much they eat, and they never get fat. Because it’s determined 
by their genes.” Lena and Amanda’s view suggests that even though friends are 
believed to be more realistic regarding body image than models and actresses, the 
comparison with friends may still not happen if the perceived differences in body 
image are considered due to genetic reasons. Therefore, for some participants, the 
comparison with friends is not only considered as an important way to gauge their 
own bodies, but also exerts significant influence on their body satisfaction; while for 
other participants, this comparison doesn’t even occur when they think their friends’ 
good body image is determined by their genes, and physically impossible to achieve 
the same body image.  
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In addition to “fat talk” among girlfriends, some participants also discussed guy 
friends’ comments and perceptions of female body image having influence on their 
body satisfaction. Many participants nodded in agreement to whether their guy friends 
make comments about girls’ body image and said ‘yes, they comment on girls quite 
often.’ As Crystal explains: 
Often, as long as it’s a girl, like “that girl is so pretty, look at her legs”, or “that 
girl is so fat, she has to watch her weight”, or something like that. Look is very 
important to guys these days I think. You see their reactions when they see 
bigger girls, it’s not very nice. They will make fun of them, like comment 
sarcastically. They are nicer to skinner and prettier girls. It made me think you 
need to be skinny and pretty, especially in junior college time, I thought people 
will like me more if I lose weight. 
Crystal explains how her male friends pay attention to women’s physical 
appearance, and thus in turn affects her own ideas about her body image. 
Furthermore, her male friends’ different reactions to thin and plump women make her 
think a thinner body image would make her more popular and likable, suggesting 
males’ attitudes towards women’s body image also have influence on understanding 
of what is a preferred female body image. Other participants also note that to be 
popular among males is an important reason and motivation for them to achieve a 
good body image. Tina expresses: 
Quite important, I mean after all we are all human, we want to look good for 
people, but ultimately we want to look good for partners, to attract people. So 
maybe not so much for girls, maybe girlfriends will like us for whom we are, 
but the appearance will be more important to guys. Yea, girls don’t really care 
how you look, even if you are not good looking, they would still like you. 
After all I think sometimes girls maintain their body figure to attract guys. I 
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think…like for myself, I want to look good in whatever I wear, but to think it 
deeper, I want to look good in the clothes I wear so people will think I am 
attractive. So I think it still has to do with the attractiveness part. 
Similar with Crystal, Tina also thinks that males pay attention to woman’s body 
image. Therefore, Tina thinks being attractive to males is an important motivation for 
her to achieve and maintain a good body image. It signifies that Tina places males’ 
comments and perceptions about women’s body image at a high position. Other 
participants also shared similar idea. Hillary says:  
Yes, I think so. Some girls keep their body image to make themselves more 
appealing to guys. So I think guys opinions matter quite a lot, that’s what I see 
from my friends. If a guy thinks a girl is getting fatter, she will start to panic 
and come and ask me “do you think I should slim down?” You know, guys 
sometimes just insensitive, they may tease you even though sometime they 
don’t really mean it, but the girl usually will take it seriously and feel hurt. Or 
if they notice you put on weight, they are confirmed to be the first person to 
point it out. I think between my girlfriends and my guy friends, if a guy say 
something, I would more likely to take offence to it, because girls are usually 
more encouraging. Girls would never say another girl fat. 
Like Tina, Hillary also thinks being attractive to males is a great motivation for 
women to have a good body image. Hillary’s experience suggests that males’ 
comments have great influence on her friend’s views and satisfaction of her body, 
which reveals that her friend values males’ opinions and perceptions of female body 
image greatly. Hillary also notices women’s interactions about body image with their 
girlfriends and guy friends are usually different, suggesting they exert different 
influence on women’s body satisfaction. As discussed previously, during “fat talk” 
women tend to give positive and encouraging comments to each other to alleviate the 
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anxiety and discomfort of their bodies and based on the experiences of the 
participants, males, on the contrary, give negative comments and point out women’s 
imperfections with regard to body image, leading to anxiety and discomfort. 
Therefore, girlfriends and guy friends can influence women’s body image in different 
ways-girls’ encouraging feedback provide support and comfort about their body 
image dissatisfaction, while males’ negative remarks intensify women’s concerns 
about their body image.  
In this section, friends have been identified as a source of influence in shaping 
perceptions of ideal body image and determining body image satisfaction. The 
influence of friends comes in different ways, mainly from “fat talk” which can be 
either body image related conversations or body image comparisons with girlfriends. 
This “fat talk” can exert either positive or negative influence on participants’ body 
satisfaction, depending on whether the “fat talk” focuses on the negative aspects of 
body image or not. Male friends are also found to play a significant role in 
constructing negative perceptions of participants’ ideal female body image and in turn 
serving as a motivation to become thinner.  
Besides media and peers, participants also mentioned the influence of family 
with regard to their body image perceptions and satisfaction. The role of family in 




4.3.3 Family as an Influential Factor 
Participants have identified family as another influential factor, because their 
parents also comment on their body image. Participants reported that parents provide 
either positive or negative comments about their body image. However, they may not 
take negative comments seriously because they think parents don’t really mean it or 
just say it for entertainment purpose. Grace explains: 
My parents will comment on me. Like last time when I was oversea I grew 
fatter. My mom was like “you really have to watch your weight, you are really 
growing fatter.” They will say it directly. But they don’t really say it seriously, 
they just pass comments. Sometimes they just use it to make fun of me, it’s just 
purely for entertainment. I don’t really take it hard or feel hurt. 
Similarly, Gloria says:  
Sometimes they will comment, but in a joking manner. From the way they talk, 
I can feel they don’t really mean it. They always like to joke around, they don’t 
really care. And they never really say “you are too fat” or “you need to lose 
weight”. So it doesn’t really bother me to slim down.  
Both Grace’s and Gloria’s experiences demonstrate that participants receive 
negative comments and feedbacks about their body image from their parents, even 
though the comments and body image related teasing don’t result in any negative 
feelings or outcomes. However, to note that in the earlier discussion about male 
friends’ influence, participants admit males’ negative comments and opinions about 
their body image would increase their body-focused anxiety and body image 
dissatisfaction, but Grace and Gloria here think their parents’ negative comments 
don’t cause any significant influence on their views of their bodies, signifying that 
participants process parents’ and male friends’ negative comments differently.  
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On the other hand, some participants reported that their parents provide positive 
feedbacks to make them feel better about their bodies. For instance, Iris says:  
They usually wouldn’t say anything about my body image or make judgmental 
comments unless I complain to them and say “oh, I am getting fatter, I really 
have gained weight.” Then they will say “no, you are just nice. You don’t need 
to lose weight.” Every time I tell them this, I feel better.  
Unlike Grace and Gloria’s parents, Iris notes that her parents provide supportive 
and positive comments about her body image when she expresses body image 
dissatisfaction. This suggests parents can provide a supporting system for Iris to 
alleviate her body image related worries and concerns. To note that Iris thinks her 
parents’ encouraging feedbacks have positive influence on her body satisfaction, but 
in contrast, the previous participants receiving negative comments from parents didn’t 
report negative influence on their body image concerns. Similarly, Ada says: “They 
usually don’t talk about my body unless when I say ‘I am so fat’. They will always 
say ‘no, you are not fat at all’ or ‘you are fine’. I think that’s what you need, 
encouragement from family.” Both Iris and Ada received encouragement and comfort 
from their parents during their body image discussion. This discussion resembles “fat 
talk” among girlfriends, in which participants’ complaining about their bodies 
receives friends’ encouragement and reassurance, helping them to alleviate anxiety 
and insecurities about their bodies. Similar to the positive “fat talk”, parents’ 
encouraging feedbacks also enable participants to become more comfortable with 
their bodies and less concerned about their bodies. This signifies that positive “fat 
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talk” regardless of whether it is with peers or parents can serve as a source of 
encouragement for body image satisfaction.  
Other participants pointed out that their mothers discuss with them about their 
body image, mostly for healthy concerns. Cathy explains:  
My mom always says I am too skinny. She tells me not to think too much 
about weight. And she would always ask me to eat more. She would even 
check whether I eat properly every day. Like when I am in school, sometimes 
she will call me and ask whether I had meal, what kind of food I had and how 
much was the meal. Because there are different prices for different food, she 
wants to make sure I really had the meal. 
Lisa has similar experience: 
My mom will tell me to eat more. Sometimes she will tell me that she thinks I 
am too conscious about my weight. Sometimes at home I will tell her I don’t 
want to eat this, or I don’t want to eat that, she will be concerned about me. So 
she will keep checking and make sure I have my meals.  
For Cathy and Lisa, their mothers were more concerned about their health and 
eating healthily than about their body image. Participants’ mothers have different 
influence on body image as compared to media, which promotes the idea of 
ultra-thinness and can lead to women’s increased body image dissatisfaction. 
However, participants’ mothers can exert a positive influence on their understandings 
of body image by placing healthiness at a higher priority than getting thin. Parents’, 
especially mothers’ emphasis on healthiness can lead to participants’ evaluation and 
definitions of ideal female body image, in which healthy look, instead of thinness is 
considered as an important measurement.  
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In addition to the discussions with mothers about body image, participants also 
mentioned that their parents’ eating behaviors can also have positive influence on 
their views of body image. Eileen explains:  
I think my parents do care about their body image, but it’s for health. They do 
lots of exercise. Ever since my mom found out she got diabetes, she started 
being healthy conscious and changed her diet, she will always make my dad go 
to exercise with her. Every week, they go for cycling or something else. And 
she cooks healthily, seldom deep fried food, usually steam. I think they have 
taught me on the health conscious side. I think that’s why I never skip meals to 
get thinner. 
For Eileen, her parents’ regular exercise and healthy eating habits provide her 
with a good example of avoiding unhealthy eating behaviors to manage weight. This 
indicates parents’ health consciousness can have positive influence on body image 
concerns even without discussing about body image. Similarly, Jenny says:  
Actually they don’t say verbally, but from what they do and what they eat, I get 
a lot from them. My mom always tells me that in weekdays she tries to eat 
really healthily, and weekend she just eats anything she wants. They don’t tell 
me specifically about body image or eating habits, but just by looking at them I 
know a lot. I guess that’s probably the reason I don’t think restrict eating is a 
good way to lose weight.  
Like Eileen, Jenny also thinks her parents’ eating habits have positive influence 
on her, even though they don’t tell her what she should do. Parents’ own behaviors 
and healthy concerns have positive impact on participants’ perceptions of body image 
and related eating behaviors. Unlike the comparison participants made with their 
peers that may lead to body image dissatisfaction, here, the comparison is based on 
role modeling where parents’ behaviors are influencing participants to follow a 
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positive and healthy approach to body image. Jessica illustrates this further. She says 
“I think environment plays a very important part in determining how you think of 
body image and what you will do about it”. 
However, not all the participants think family has great influence on them. 
Emily explains:  
We are in the age when parents’ influence is not that great, we spend more 
time with friends. During school time, we have class from 10 am to 6pm, and 
after that we go to have dinner with friends. We only see our parents for 2 
hours or even less. So we will think how friends think of us instead of how 
parents think.  
The positive influence on body image concerns and eating behaviors mentioned 
by participants earlier is not discussed by Emily, who thinks parents don’t have 
significant influence on her with regard to body image as compared to peers. This 
signifies that for Emily, parents are not an important influential factor on her body 
image related views. However, to note that previously, other participants think their 
parents play a significant role in constructing positive views of their bodies and 
fostering their healthy lifestyle and eating habits. While for Emily, the similar 
influence is not found, suggesting that participants may have different interaction 
patterns with their parents, which in turn result in different parental impact on body 
image perceptions. Similarly, Zoe says “No, I don’t think so. I think my friends’ 
comments matter more.” Emily and Zoe’ opinions demonstrate that parents’ opinions 
about their body image are valued less important than peers’, which signifies that 
parents may not be as influential as peers with regard to participants’ body image 
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concerns. This reveals that for some participants, peers are regarded as a very 
important reference group when it comes to the social construction of their body 
image related views and understandings. 
Three main socio-cultural influential factors, namely media, peers and family, 
have been explored and discussed with regard to their different roles in building and 
shaping participants’ views and attitudes towards ideal female body image. Among 
the three socio-cultural influential factors, participants considered peers as a great 
influence. Due to perceived similarities between participants and their friends, peers 
are considered as a very important reference group, more so than media in shaping 
their views of body image. While media in this study is considered as an influential 
factor when it comes to shape and form participants’ understandings of the 
importance of thinness in today’s society for women, which means media plays a 
crucial role in transmitting social and cultural preference of thinness. Family is found 
as having a positive impact on participants’ body image concerns and related eating 
behaviors through parents’ positive and encouraging comments about participants’ 
body image as well as through providing role models for healthy eating.  
 
4.3.4 Summary of Findings 
      To conclude, participants define ideal female body image as a toned body, has 
healthy look, neither too thin nor too fat. They don’t regard the body image of fashion 
models as the perfect ideal body image, and disagree with the idea of using thinness 
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as the only standard to measure their own bodies. However, at the same time, because 
of the different stereotypes that participants believe people and the society have for 
thin and plump women, they think it’s important to have a thin body image for a 
better career and be more popular in daily life. Participants are generally satisfied with 
their bodies, even though they aspire to be a little bit thinner. However, the desire to 
be thinner hasn’t led participants to be obsessed with changing their current body 
image, and they especially stand against the idea of becoming thinner through 
unhealthy eating behaviors. But, a look at the issue of body image and unhealthy 
weight control over the time, it’s found that comparing to university time, participants 
were more concerned about their bodies and were more inclined to develop disordered 
eating behaviors during their adolescent period. Participants’ concerns about weight 
and the desire to be thin are reflected and influenced through their engagement in “fat 
talk” with their girlfriends, who provide positive and encouraging comments to ease 
the anxiety and insecurities in relation to body image. However, peers can exert 
negative influence on participants through participants’ body image comparison with 
their girlfriends and the negative comments and teasing from their male friends. 
Besides media and peers, family also exerts impact in constructing participants’ body 
image related views and understandings by emphasizing the importance of health. 
Therefore, participants’ perceptions of female body image are found to be social 
influenced and constructed by media, peers and family through their various social 
interactions and relationships with these three socio-cultural factors.  
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Overall, it’s reasonable to conclude that media, peers and family do have 
influence on participants’ complex views relating to body image, even though the 
influence is different among the three socio-cultural influential factors. Also, 
participants are holding positive views of their body image, and their desire to be 
thinner is well managed without leading to significant negative consequences. The 


















CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 
Using social constructionism as the theoretical framework, the study explored 
Singaporean college women’s perceptions and understandings of ideal female body 
image, their body image satisfaction, and how media, peers and family have 
influenced their views of female body image. In this chapter, salient topics discovered 
during the study will be further discussed and elaborated by situating them within 
literature review and through it to show the theoretical contribution of the study. At 
the end, a brief conclusion and limitations of the study will be discussed.  
 
5.1 Ideal Female Body Image and Body Satisfaction 
This study explored participants’ views of ideal female body image as well as 
their body image satisfaction. Participants shared similar opinions when it comes to 
their ideal body image, which is a toned body with healthy look, neither too thin nor 
too fat. Participants particularly pointed out that ultra-thinness like most fashion 
models was not their standard of ideal female body image. This signifies that 
participants have different understandings of ideal body image from their western 
counterparts, who regarded ultra-thin models and celebrities as their comparison 
target and aspired to being as thin as them as found in Lee’s (2001) and Rocchio’s 
(1995) studies.  
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Grogan (2008) noted that there is an increased desire for muscularity and toned 
body image in women since the beginning of the 21
st
 century, suggesting women’s 
perceptions of ideal female body image may be changing over the time. Similarly, the 
desire to achieve a toned body image was also found to be common among 
participants, who actually thought this was a more important component of ideal 
female body image as compared to thinness. Even though the motivations and reasons 
behind participants’ preference of toned body image to ultra-thin body image were not 
investigated in this study, this change should be further explored and examined.  
However, although participants didn’t agree to the idea of ultra-thinness, they 
still acknowledged the importance of thinness because of the perceived benefits and 
advantages of thinness in women’s career and daily life. Participants pointed out that 
in today’s society, thinner women are more likely to receive positive comments and 
be popular because thinness is associated with positive personal traits and life 
outcomes. Therefore, even though participants didn’t aspire to becoming as thin as 
models or celebrities, and they emphasized the importance of healthiness, they still 
expressed the desire to become thinner. This suggests that participants have complex 
views of female body image, and their current understandings of ideal body image are 
the results of the contradictive feelings of thinness. The existence of the contradictive 
feelings of thinness among participants was not expected at the beginning of this 
study, and hasn’t been discussed in any previous literatures. Through participants’ 
responses, it was noticeable that various socio-cultural factors, including media, peers 
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and family exert different impact in forming and shaping the complex views of female 
body image, which will be further discussed and elaborated in the next section.  
In the contradictive feelings of thinness, participants’ preference to thinness 
was also reflected in their body image satisfaction. Participants admitted that they 
were not completely happy with their current body image, and would like to be 
thinner through healthy weight control and management methods, such as exercise 
and eating healthily. However, it’s worth noting that the desire to lose weight didn’t 
translate into intense body image dissatisfaction. In contrast, participants generally 
held positive views of their bodies and felt comfortable with their imperfections, even 
though their body image was not as ideal as they desired. The contradictive feelings 
of thinness can also be found In addition to the finding that participants’ views of 
thinness were contradictive, this study also discovered that participants were able to 
handle the complex feelings. Even though some participants expressed the desire to 
be thinner and admitted that they didn’t have the perfect body image as they desire, 
they still generally held positive views of their bodies and felt comfortable with their 
imperfections. In other words, the gap between their ideal body image and their own 
body image was well handled and accepted by participants, and didn’t result in 
negative consequences such as depression or disordered eating behaviors, which were 
found to be common among women in western countries (Heatherton, Mahamedi, 
Striepe, Field, & Keel, 1997; Hu & Wang, 2009; Stice, et al., 2003). The possible 
factors that may contribute to the different views of female body image and body 
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satisfaction among participants and their western counterparts will be further 
discussed in the following section. 
 
5.2 Socially Constructed Views of Female Body Image 
The findings of this study illustrate how participants’ exposure to media 
presentations of thinness and their social interactions with peers and family have 
constructed their views and understandings of female body image.  
In the study, participants generally showed positive views of their bodies and 
refused to subscribe to the idea of ultra-thinness portrayed in the media, describing 
their ideal female body image as healthy look, neither fat nor too thin. Their views of 
female body image demonstrate that media’s influence on women’s perceptions of 
body image is not as significant as discussed in the literature review, where 
researchers such as Bell et al. (2007) and Kilbourne (1999) believe that media’s 
presentations of ultra-thin models and celebrities would have great negative influence 
on women’s body satisfaction. The limited influence of media for the participants in 
the study is due to the fact that they differentiate themselves from ultra-thin models 
and celebrities appearing in the media, in turn applying different standards of 
measurement for themselves.  
Though some participants stated that media has little influence on their 
perceptions of ideal female body image as well as body satisfaction, the findings show 
that through the contrastive portrayal of thin and plump women, media still has 
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influenced participants’ views of what is the socially and culturally preferred female 
body image. This can be found in the discussion of the importance of having a good 
bod image, when participants stated that it is important for female to have a good 
body image both for a better career and better personal life, because from movies and 
dramas, they have seen the benefits of thinness. Here, media’s promotion of the 
benefits and advantages of thinness creates a social context for participants to 
associate certain positive life outcomes with good body image. Social constructionism 
argues that social context plays an important role in building and shaping people’s 
knowledge of the world. Being an important component of social context, media 
creates, promotes the social values of thinness and thus shows the cultural and social 
preference of thinness. Because of the interactions with media, participants had the 
exposure and learned the knowledge about the society’s attitudes and views of women 
with thin-ideal body image, who are always the focus of attention and are more 
popular as compared to their plump counterparts. Participants’ experience of media’s 
idealization of thinness is consistent with Gulas and McKeage’ (2000) findings that in 
the media, thinness is aligned with positive life outcomes and personal traits, while 
plumpness is associated with negative personal traits such as laziness. Through the 
contrastive representation of thinness and plumpness, media creates, produces and 
reaffirms the importance of thinness, which has been accepted and internalized by 
participants. Therefore, even though participants refuse to regard ultra-thin models as 
their ideal body image, they still accept the idea that obtaining a thin body image is 
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necessary and important for personal success in today’s society. In other words, 
through participants’ experience and social interactions with media, media realizes its 
influence in constructing the “reality” and “truth” with relation to what’s the socially 
and culturally preferable female body image (Grogan, 2008). 
In addition to media, participants’ everyday interactions with their friends have 
also been found to exert significant influence in constructing and forming their 
understandings of female body image. Participants not only receive the messages 
regarding the social and cultural preference of thinness from media, but also from 
their friends through various forms of interactions.  
The “fat talk” occurred between participants and their girlfriends have been 
reported to have great influence on participants’ views of female body image. 
Participants’ body image satisfaction is greatly influenced by the body image related 
discussions with peers. In Stice, Maxfield, & Wells’ (2003) study, only adverse 
effects of “fat talk” among young women were discovered and discussed, however 
this study also found the positive effects of “fat talk”. Young women were found to 
experience greater social pressure to be thin after engaging in the body image and 
dieting related discussions with peers (Stice, et al., 2003). In this study, however, the 
impact of “fat talk” was found to be more complex, both positive and negative 
outcomes were discussed by participants. During the positive “fat talk”, participants 
and their girlfriends would encourage each other and provide positive and reassuring 
comments relating to their body image which alleviated and eased the body focused 
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anxiety and concerns, resulting in a high level of satisfaction with their bodies. While 
in contrast, when “fat talk” was focused on the negative side, meaning participants 
and their girlfriends mainly complained about the imperfections of their bodies, 
participants experienced increased body image dissatisfaction.  
The social interactions between participants and their girlfriends have an 
important impact on participants’ views of their own bodies. Participants’ views of 
their bodies are not achieved or constructed according to objective measures, but 
rather based on their girlfriends’ comments and feedbacks about their body image. 
Therefore, participants’ views of their bodies as well as their body image satisfaction 
is greatly influenced by their interactions and relationships with peers, but not 
determined alone by their own independent judgment, which is consistent with the 
key argument of social constructioism. Similarly, Nichter and Vuckovic (1994) found 
that regular participants in “fat talk” are usually women whose motivation is to gauge 
what their friends think about their bodies, suggesting women tend to form the 
evaluation of their bodies through discussions and interactions with peers. In other 
words, women’ perception of their body image is not a given or unchangeable reality, 
but is the result of an ongoing social process which involves their interactions with 
peers.  
Participants also reported engaging in body image comparisons with their 
friends to determine whether their weight and body image are in the average range 
among their social circles. Participants regard their girlfriends as the reference group 
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to gauge their body image instead of models and celebrities, because girlfriends are 
considered as a more important component in their everyday social context. One 
participant particularly pointed out that when she was with her thinner friends, she felt 
she was too fat; while with plumper friends, she felt she was normal again. Similarly, 
Stormer and Thompson (1996) and Krones et al. (2005) also discovered that 
comparing to thinner and more attractive peers would increase women’s body image 
dissatisfaction and intensify their body focused anxiety and concerns; while 
comparing to relatively plumper peers, the same adverse results were not found. The 
elasticity of body image evaluation shows that body image satisfaction is not 
determined by objective measurements, such as BMI or actual weight, but to a great 
extent, is a product of social comparison with peers. Therefore, the body image 
comparison that occurred consciously and unconsciously among participants and their 
girlfriends plays a significant role in fashioning and forming participants’ 
understandings and judgment of their own bodies.  
Besides girlfriends, participants also discussed the influence from their male 
friends on their views of female body image. Participants believed that their male 
friends have prejudice in favor of thin women and against plump women. Their male 
friends’ different attitudes towards thin and plump women have served as a 
motivation for some participants to achieve and maintain a thin body image, 
demonstrating that participants’ interactions with their male friends have great 
influence on their understandings of an acceptable and preferable female body image 
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among the opposite sex. Gergen’s (1997) argument supports this phenomenon. She 
stated that social realities and social phenomena are not achieved through individual 
minds and knowledge, but instead through people’s interactions with each other. In 
this study, the definition of a good female body image is a product of social 
relationships and social interdependence. Through their interactions with male friends 
regarding female body image, participants have constructed the idea that in today’s 
society, thin women are more socially likeable and popular, especially among the 
opposite sex. 
Through exposure to media’s contrastive representations of thinness and 
plumpness, and through various forms of interactions with peers, participants realized 
the social and cultural preference of thinness and expressed their desire to be thinner. 
However, at the same time, participants also emphasized the importance of 
healthiness in the body image issue, whether it was in the discussion of ideal female 
body image, or in the discussion of the methods to improve their current body image. 
Participants admitted that their health consciousness was to a great extent due to their 
parents’ influence. Golan and Crow (2004) argued that through health-centered 
approach,  parents are the key players in fostering healthy lifestyle for their 
daughters to prevent weight related problems. This argument is consistent with the 
findings in this study. Participants explained that different from peers, more often than 
not, their interactions with parents with regard to body image were health-centered, 
rather than weight-centered.  
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During the body image related interactions, parents showed more concerns 
about participants’ health conditions and lifestyles, such as their eating behaviors, 
rather than their weight or body image. Parents are a crucial factor in their daughters’ 
contextual environment, where participants’ views of body image and related eating 
behaviors are developed and formed (Keel, et al., 1997). Parents were reported to 
influence participants’ health consciousness through providing opinions and advice 
about participants’ eating behaviors and through demonstrating their own healthy 
lifestyles in the family, which serve as an example for participants. In other words, 
through different forms of interactions with parents – direct discussions and indirectly 
modeling regarding eating behaviors - participants incorporated their parents’ idea of 
the importance of healthiness. Therefore, by providing a different perspective, which 
is the importance of healthiness, parents also engage in influencing and constructing 
participants’ views of body image (Cordero & Israel, 2009).  
Media, peers and parents together form the social background for participants to 
construct and build their views and understandings of female body image. During the 
ongoing social process of social interactions with different socio-cultural factors, 
participants’ opinions of female body image are organized, shaped and negotiated. On 
one hand, participants received and internalized the messages about the importance of 
thinness for women in today’s society through their exposure, interactions and 
interpretation of media programs, as well as through discussions and comparisons 
with peers. On the other hand, participants also highly valued healthiness in their 
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body image concerns due to the influence from their parents. Thus, the tension 
between the drive for thinness and the importance of healthiness results in 
participants’ complex and contradictive views of female body image. This illustrates 
that as social constructionism argues, participants’ perceptions of female body image 
and related eating behaviors are socially constructed and formed. Their complex 
views and understandings of female body image are a product of a series of social 
interactions as well as negotiation among different socio-cultural parties. This finding 
hasn’t been presented or discussed in any previous studies, and as this study shows, 
understanding the different dynamics as well as implications of social interactions 
between participants and different socio-cultural factors will greatly help researchers 
understand how women’s complex views of thinness and female body image are 
constructed and formed. However, this study hasn’t further analyzed and investigated 
how the contradictive feelings of thinness are handled and managed by participants. 
This could be an area for future studies.  
 
5.3 Changed Perceptions of Female Body Image 
An unexpected finding discovered in this study was the reported changes of 
participants’ perceptions of female body image from adolescence to university time. 
Some participants pointed out that they were less satisfied with their bodies during 
adolescent time, and had tried some unhealthy weight loss methods, such as restricted 
eating and skipping meals because they were obsessed to change their body image. 
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After entering university, however, they started to form different views of female 
body image, get more confidence and become more comfortable with their bodies and 
also become more health conscious. 
Various reasons behind the change were discussed. One participant thought the 
negative view of her body was partially due to the fact that adolescent time was the 
“awkward period”, when girls start to notice the changes happening in their bodies 
and become less confident and less comfortable with the bodies. Burgess, Grogan & 
Burwitz(2006) argued that body image dissatisfaction would reach its peak at a girl’s 
adolescent time due to the physical changes in shape which usually result in increased 
weight and bring them further away from ideal thin body image. Similarly, Wadden, 
Brown, Foster & Linowitz (1991) found that body image concern is one of the most 
important issues for adolescent girls. These findings suggest that as compare to 
college women, adolescent girls are at a higher risk of developing negative views of 
their bodies due to the drastic physical changes.  
Furthermore, body image dissatisfaction during adolescent period does not 
motivate healthy weight control methods and behaviors, rather it’s more likely lead to 
unhealthy and more extreme weight management methods and eating behaviors 
(Neumark-Sztainer, Paxton, Hannan, Haines, & Story, 2006). Participants admitted 
that they tried different unhealthy weight control methods back in their adolescence 
with the attempt to be thinner, including strict diet, skipping meals, taking diarrheal 
pills, and counting calories. Based on this sample, it is reasonable to conclude that 
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adolescent girls are not only more dissatisfied with their bodies, but also at a more 
risky stage to develop disordered eating behaviors as compare to college women. 
Therefore, prevention and treatment of weight related problems tailored for 
adolescent girls may be necessary and meaningful and necessary.  
Besides the physical changes in body, another reported factor leading to 
adolescent girls’ preoccupation with body image concerns is the changed social 
context from adolescence to college period. Participants reported that the environment 
for their everyday life in adolescence was different from college, where they are now 
encouraged to think independently, and their interactions with friends are relatively 
less weight-centered, but more focused on study. In other words, by providing a 
different social and cultural background, the environment in university plays a 
significant role in changing participants’ perceptions of female body image. At the 
university, participants start to form their own thoughts and make judgment based on 
their own standards, instead of subscribing to media’s messages promoting thinness. 
At this life stage, to achieve better performance at school has been placed at a higher 
priority than body image, which enables participants and their friends to greatly shift 
their focus away from body image. Therefore, at the university, participants have 
developed a different interaction pattern with peers, emphasizing more on academic 
performance and putting less weight into body image concerns as compared to 
adolescence. These reported changes are consistent with the idea developed by social 
constructionism that all social objects, truths and realities are historically and 
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culturally dependent (Gergen, 1973). Burr (1995) argues that knowledge and reality is 
bounded by historical and cultural backdrops, because the historical and cultural 
differences in different areas and life stages would contribute to different forms of 
social interaction, personal dispositions and behavioral patterns, which would result in 
different understandings and knowledge towards the same issue. This suggests that 
it’s important to incorporate the social context into consideration when investigating 
women’s body image dissatisfaction in different life stages.  
 
5.4 Conclusion  
The exploratory study utilized social constructionism to understand how 
different socio-cultural factors, i.e. media, peer and family influence Singaporean 
college women’s perceptions of female body image. This study finds that participants 
generally had positive views of their body image, feeling confidence and conformable 
with their bodies; even though they also expressed the desire to be thinner at the same 
time, since they think the society and culture is in favor of thinness. However, the 
study shows that participants’ desire to be thinner didn’t translate into disordered 
eating behaviors or other unhealthy weight control and management methods due to 
their health consciousness. A major theme discovered in this study is that participants’ 
view of thinness and female body image is not simple or straightforward, but rather it 
has contradictive sides and levels. Their current understandings and perceptions of 
female body image is the product of compromising and negotiation among different 
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views, which they have obtained via various social interactions with multiple 
socio-cultural factors.  
Participants’ contradictive feelings of thinness and female body image can be 
found through their discussions of what are the components of ideal female body 
image and their satisfaction with their own body image. It’s obvious that participants 
didn’t subscribe to the thin-ideal body image portrayed by media, and stood against 
ultra-thinness as presented by some fashion models. However, when it comes to the 
evaluation of their own body image, even though most of them generally held positive 
feelings of their body image, they also clearly expressed the desire to become thinner. 
When the discussion about body image satisfaction went deeper, it turned out their 
slight dissatisfaction didn’t lead to unhealthy eating behaviors or negative 
psychological outcomes, because their healthy consciousness prevented them from 
doing so. In other words, the objection against ultra-thinness, the internalization of 
social and cultural preference of thinness as well as the health consciousness 
functioned as three major pillars that worked together and eventually formed 
participants’ current complex views of thinness and female body image.  
 From participants’ response and reveal of their social interactions with 
different socio-cultural factors, it’s reasonable to conclude that social context, social 
experience and interactions are the crucial pieces in shaping and building participants’ 
knowledge with relation to female body image. Participants’ different views and 
understandings of female body image in different life stages further demonstrate that 
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the socially constructed knowledge can and will be changing as it goes under different 
social context and environment. Therefore, body image dissatisfaction and its related 
issues cannot be treated without the understanding of the social context. On the 
contrary, analyzing and investigating women’s social interactions with different 
socio-cultural factors is the key to understand the complex issues of female body 
image dissatisfaction.  
 
5.5 Limitations 
There are three major limitations in the study which further research should 
seek to overcome. Firstly, the study sample was relatively small and homogenous; 
therefore, it may not be representative to the entire group of Singaporean college 
women. Even though the researcher intended to recruit a broader range of participants 
from different ethnicity groups, most of the participants signed up for the study were 
Chinese. Also, all the students participated in this study were from National 
University of Singapore, which was only a small group of all the Singaporean college 
female students. In future research, participants from different cultural backgrounds, 
different academic departments, and different universities are needed to understand 
whether culture, ethnicity or any other factors that could contribute to the overall 
findings of women’s body image satisfaction and if so, how. Secondly, in this study, 
the discussion of family’s influence was focused on parents, and didn’t investigate 
participants’ interactions with their siblings and extended family, who could also be a 
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significant influence on their views of body image. To incorporate women’s 
interactions and relationships within their familial structure could further help us 
understand the role of family in women’s body image concerns and satisfaction. The 
role of social network and culture would play a significant role in choices and 
behaviors and therefore it would be needed to investigate this phenomenon in greater 
depth. Thirdly, this study didn’t explore the influence of school on participants’ views 
of female body image. As the results showed, school turned to be a place where a lot 
of social interactions carried out. As some participants pointed out, different 
environment in high school and university actually had certain level of influence on 
their views and concerns of body image. This factor was not expected at the 
beginning of the study, and hasn’t been fully explored throughout the interviews. To 
gain further understanding of college women’s body image satisfaction, deeper 










Anschutz, D. J., Engels, R. C. M. E., Becker, E. S., & Van Strien, T. (2009). The 
effects of TV commercials using less thin models on young women's mood, 
body image and actual food intake. Body Image, 6(4), 270-276. 
Bell, B., Lawton, R., & Dittmar, H. (2007). The impact of thin models in music 
videos on adolescent girls' body dissatisfaction. Body Image, 4(2), 137-145. 
Blowers, L. C., Loxton, N. J., Grady-Flesser, M., Occhipinti, S., & Dawe, S. (2003). 
The relationship between sociocultural pressure to be thin and body 
dissatisfaction in preadolescent girls. Eating Behaviors, 4(3), 229-244. 
Burgess, G., Grogan, S., & Burwitz, L. (2006). Effects of a 6-week aerobic dance 
intervention on body image and physical self-perceptions in adolescent girls. 
Body Image, 3(1), 57-66. 
Burr, V. (1995). An introduction to social constructionism: Psychology Press. 
Cash, T. F. (1990). The psychology of physical appearance: Aesthetics, attributes, and 
images. In T. F. Cash, & Pruzinsky, T. (Ed.), Body images: Development, 
deviance, and change (pp. 51-79). New York: Guilford Press. 
Cooley, E., & Toray, T. (2001). Body image and personality predictors of eating 
disorder symptoms during the college years. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 30(1), 28-36. 
Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. L. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 
procedures for developing grounded theory: Sage Publications, Inc. 
Cordero, E. D., & Israel, T. (2009). Parents as protective factors in eating problems of 
college women. Eating Disorders, 17(2), 146-161. 
Cusumano, D. L., & Thompson, J. K. (1997). Body image and body shape ideals in 
magazines: exposure, awareness, and internalization. Sex Roles - A Journal of 
Research, 37(9), 701-722. 
Dittmar, H., & Howard, S. (2004). Thin-ideal internalization and social comparison 
tendency as moderators of media models' impact on women's body-focused 
anxiety. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23(6), 768-791. 
Ezzy, D. (2002). Qualitative analysis: Practice and innovation: Psychology Press. 
 104 
 
Gergen, K. J. (1973). Social psychology as history. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 26(2), 309. 
Gergen, K. J. (1997). Realities and relationships: Soundings in social construction: 
Harvard Univ Pr. 
Golan, M., & Crow, S. (2004). Parents Are Key Players in the Prevention and 
Treatment of Weight related Problems. Nutrition Reviews, 62(1), 39-50. 
Grogan, S. (2008). Body image: Understanding body dissatisfaction in men, women, 
and children: Taylor & Francis. 
Gulas, C. S., & McKeage, K. (2000). Extending Social Comparison: An Examination 
of the Unintended Consequences of Idealized Advertising Imagery. Journal of 
Advertising, 29(2), 17-28. 
Hacking, I. (1999). The social construction of what? : Harvard University Press. 
Heatherton, T., Mahamedi, F., Striepe, M., Field, A., & Keel, P. (1997). A 10-Year 
Longitudinal Study of Body Weight, Dieting, and Eating Disorder Symptoms* 
1. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 106(1), 117-125. 
Heinberg, L. J. (2002). Theories of Body Image Disturbance:Perceptual, 
Development, and Sociocultura Factors. In J. K. Thompson (Ed.), Body image, 
eating disorders, and obsity: an integrative guide for assessment and 
treatment (pp. 23-47). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
Hu, F., & Wang, M. (2009). Beauty and Fashion Magazines and College-Age 
Women's Appearance-Related Concerns. Conference Papers -- International 
Communication Association, 1-23. 
Keel, P., Heatherton, T., Harnden, J., & Hornig, C. (1997). Mothers, fathers, and 
daughters: Dieting and disordered eating. Eating Disorders, 5(3), 216-228. 
Kilbourne, J. (1999). "The More You Subtract, The More You Add"-Cutting Girls 
Down to Size Deadly persuasion : why women and girls must fight the 
addictive power of advertising (pp. 128-154). New York: The Free Press. 
Kjærbye-Thygesen, A., Munk, C., Ottesen, B., & Kjær, S. (2004). Why do slim 
women consider themselves too heavy? A characterization of adult women 
considering their body weight as too heavy. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 35(3), 275-285. 
 105 
 
Krones, P. G., Stice, E., Batres, C., & Orjada, K. (2005). In vivo social comparison to 
a thin-ideal peer promotes body dissatisfaction: A randomized experiment. 
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 38(2), 134-142. 
Lee, Y.-J. (2001). The influence of advertisements of products aimed at appearance 
management on consumers' body image: Social comparison with media 
models. Unpublished 3012534, The University of Wisconsin - Madison, 
United States -- Wisconsin. 
Neumark-Sztainer, D., Paxton, S. J., Hannan, P. J., Haines, J., & Story, M. (2006). 
Does body satisfaction matter? Five-year longitudinal associations between 
body satisfaction and health behaviors in adolescent females and males. 
Journal of Adolescent Health, 39(2), 244-251. 
Nichter, M., & Vuckovic, N. (1994). Fat Talk: Body Image among Adolescent Girls. 
In N. L. Sault (Ed.), Many mirrors: Body image and social relations (pp. 
109-131): Rutgers University Press. 
Paxton, S., Schutz, H., Wertheim, E., & Muir, S. (1999). Friendship Clique and Peer 
Influences on Body Image Concerns, Dietary Restraint, Extreme Weight-Loss 
Behaviors, and Binge Eating in Adolescent Girls* 1. Journal of Abnormal 
Psychology, 108(2), 255-266. 
Rierdan, J., & Koff, E. (1997). Weight, weight-related aspects of body image, and 
depression. Adolescence, 32(127), 615-615. 
Rocchio, L. M. (1995). The pursuit of beauty through thinness and the impact of 
advertising on college women's attitudes. Unpublished 9601870, University of 
Rhode Island, United States -- Rhode Island. 
Salk, R. H., & Engeln-Maddox, R. (2011). If You’re Fat, Then I’m Humongous! 
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 35(1), 18-28. 
Stice, E., Maxfield, J., & Wells, T. (2003). Adverse effects of social pressure to be 
thin on young women: An experimental investigation of the effects of “fat 
talk”. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 34(1), 108-117. 
Stice, E., & Shaw, H. (2002). Role of body dissatisfaction in the onset and 
maintenance of eating pathology:: A synthesis of research findings. Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research, 53(5), 985-993. 
 106 
 
Stormer, S., & Thompson, J. (1996). Explanations of body image disturbance: A test 
of maturational status, negative verbal commentary, social comparison, and 
sociocultural hypotheses. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 19(2), 
193-202. 
Tiggemann, M. (2002). Media influences on body image development. In T. F. Cash, 
& Pruzinsky, T. (Ed.), Body image: A handbook of theory, research, and 
clinical practice (pp. 91–98). New York: Guilford Press. 
Tiggemann, M., & Pickering, A. (1996). Role of television in adolescent women's 
body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 20(2), 199-203. 
Tiggemann, M., & Rothblum, E. D. (1988). Gender differences in social 
consequences of perceived overweight in the United States and Australia. sex 
roles, 18(1), 75-86. 
Wadden, T. A., Brown, G., Foster, G. D., & Linowitz, J. R. (1991). Salience of weight 
related worries in adolescent males and females. International Journal of 
Eating Disorders, 10(4), 407-414. 
Yamamiya, Y., Cash, T., Melnyk, S., Posavac, H., & Posavac, S. (2005). Women's 
exposure to thin-and-beautiful media images: body image effects of 








Akan, G. E., & Grilo, C. M. (1995). Sociocultural influences on eating attitudes and 
behaviors, body image, and psychological functioning: A comparison of 
African American, Asian American, and Caucasian college women. 
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 18(2), 181-187. 
 107 
 
Anschutz, D. J., Engels, R. C. M. E., Becker, E. S., & Van Strien, T. (2009). The 
effects of TV commercials using less thin models on young women's mood, 
body image and actual food intake. Body Image, 6(4), 270-276. 
Baker, C., Whisman, M., & Brownell, K. (2000). Studying intergenerational 
transmission of eating attitudes and behaviors: Methodological and conceptual 
questions. Health psychology: official journal of the Division of Health 
Psychology, American Psychological Association, 19(4), 376. 
Bell, B., Lawton, R., & Dittmar, H. (2007). The impact of thin models in music 
videos on adolescent girls' body dissatisfaction. Body Image, 4(2), 137-145. 
Benedikt, R., Wertheim, E., & Love, A. (1998). Eating attitudes and weight-loss 
attempts in female adolescents and their mothers. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, 27(1), 43-57. 
Berger, P., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social construction of reality: A treatise in 
the sociology of knowledge. 
Blowers, L. C., Loxton, N. J., Grady-Flesser, M., Occhipinti, S., & Dawe, S. (2003). 
The relationship between sociocultural pressure to be thin and body 
dissatisfaction in preadolescent girls. Eating Behaviors, 4(3), 229-244. 
Bordo, S. (1993). Unbearable weight: Feminism, Western culture, and the body: 
University of California Press. 
Botta, R. A. (1999). Television images and adolescent girls' body image disturbance. 
Journal of Communication, 49(2), 22. 
Britton, L. E., Martz, D. M., Bazzini, D. G., Curtin, L. A., & LeaShomb, A. (2006). 
Fat talk and self-presentation of body image: Is there a social norm for women 
to self-degrade? Body Image, 3(3), 247-254. 
Burgess, G., Grogan, S., & Burwitz, L. (2006). Effects of a 6-week aerobic dance 
intervention on body image and physical self-perceptions in adolescent girls. 
Body Image, 3(1), 57-66. 
Burr, V. (1995). An introduction to social constructionism: Psychology Press. 
Byely, L., Archibald, A., Graber, J., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2000). A prospective study 
of familial and social influences on girls' body image and dieting. 
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 28(2), 155-164. 
 108 
 
Cafri, G., Yamamiya, Y., Brannick, M., & Thompson, J. K. (2005). The Influence of 
Sociocultural Factors on Body Image: A Meta-Analysis. Clinical Psychology: 
Science and Practice, 12(4), 421-433. 
Cash, T., & Pruzinsky, T. (2004). Body image: A handbook of theory, research, and 
clinical practice: The Guilford Press. 
Cash, T. F. (1990). The psychology of physical appearance: Aesthetics, attributes, and 
images. In T. F. Cash, & Pruzinsky, T. (Ed.), Body images: Development, 
deviance, and change (pp. 51-79). New York: Guilford Press. 
Cash, T. F. (2004). Body image: Past, present, and future. Body Image, 1(1), 1-5. 
Cash, T. F., & Deagle, E. A. (1997). The nature and extent of body-image 
disturbances in anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa: A meta-analysis. 
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 22(2), 107-126. 
Cattarin, J., & Thompson, J. (1994). A three-year longitudinal study of body image, 
eating disturbance, and general psychological functioning in adolescent 
females. Eating Disorders, 2(2), 114-125. 
Charles, N., & Kerr, M. (1986). Food for feminist thought. The Sociological Review, 
34(3), 537-572. 
Chen, H., & Jackson, T. (2008). Prevalence and sociodemographic correlates of 
eating disorder endorsements among adolescents and young adults from 
China. European Eating Disorders Review, 16(5), 375-385. 
Chu, K. (2010). Extreme dieting spreads in Asia.   Retrieved May 13, 2011, from 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/health/weightloss/2010-03-30-skinnyasianwo
men30_CV_N.htm 
Cooley, E., & Toray, T. (2001). Body image and personality predictors of eating 
disorder symptoms during the college years. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 30(1), 28-36. 
Cooley, E., Toray, T., Wang, M., & Valdez, N. (2008). Maternal effects on daughters' 
eating pathology and body image. Eating Behaviors, 9(1), 52-61. 
Cooper, P., & Taylor, M. (1988). Body image disturbance in bulimia nervosa. British 
Journal of Psychiatry, 153(2), 32-36. 
 109 
 
Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. L. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 
procedures for developing grounded theory: Sage Publications, Inc. 
Cordero, E. D., & Israel, T. (2009). Parents as protective factors in eating problems of 
college women. Eating Disorders, 17(2), 146-161. 
Crago, M., Shisslak, C. M., & Estes, L. S. (1996). Eating disturbances among 
American minority groups: A review. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 19(3), 239-248. 
Craig, T., & Bolls, P. D. (2003). Cognitive and Emotional Correlates of Social 
Comparison and Cognitive Dissonance During Exposure to TV Ads. Paper 
presented at the nternational Communication Association, San Diego, CA. 
Cusumano, D. L., & Thompson, J. K. (1997). Body image and body shape ideals in 
magazines: exposure, awareness, and internalization. Sex Roles - A Journal of 
Research, 37(9), 701-722. 
Davis, C., Shuster, B., Blackmore, E., & Fox, J. (2004). Looking good—family focus 
on appearance and the risk for eating disorders. International Journal of 
Eating Disorders, 35(2), 136-144. 
Derenne, J., & Beresin, E. (2006). Body image, media, and eating disorders. 
Academic Psychiatry, 30(3), 257. 
Devlin, M. J., & Zhu, A. J. (2001). Body image in the balance. JAMA: The Journal of 
the American Medical Association, 286(17), 2159. 
Dittmar, H., Halliwell, E., & Stirling, E. (2009). Understanding the Impact of Thin 
Media Models on Women's Body-Focused Affect: The Roles of Thin-Ideal 
Internalization and Weight-Related Self-Discrepancy Activation in 
Experimental Exposure Effects. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 
28(1), 43-72. 
Dittmar, H., & Howard, S. (2004). Thin-ideal internalization and social comparison 
tendency as moderators of media models' impact on women's body-focused 
anxiety. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23(6), 768-791. 
Dohnt, H., & Tiggemann, M. (2006). Body image concerns in young girls: The role of 




Eisenberg, E., Neumark-Sztainer, D., Story, M., & Perry, C. (2005). The role of social 
norms and friends' influences on unhealthy weight-control behaviors among 
adolescent girls. Social Science & Medicine, 60(6), 1165-1173. 
Eisenberg, M. E., Berge, J.M., Fulkerson, J.A., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2010). 
Weight comments by family and significant others in young adulthood. Body 
Image. 
Eisenberg, M. E., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2010). Friends' Dieting and Disordered 
Eating Behaviors Among Adolescents Five Years Later: Findings From 
Project EAT. Journal of Adolescent Health, 47(1), 67-73. 
Englis, B., Solomon, M., & Ashmore, R. (1994). Beauty before the eyes of beholders: 
The cultural encoding of beauty types in magazine advertising and music 
television. Journal of Advertising, 23(2), 49-64. 
Ezzy, D. (2002). Qualitative analysis: Practice and innovation: Psychology Press. 
Fernández-Aranda, F., Dahme, B., & Meermann, R. (1999). Body image in eating 
disorders and analysis of its relevance:: A preliminary study. Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research, 47(5), 419-428. 
Frith, K., Cheng, H., & Shaw, P. (2004). Race and beauty: A comparison of Asian and 
Western models in women’s magazine advertisements. sex roles, 50(1/2), 
53-61. 
fung, S.-c., Maria. (2000). Body image, clothing interest, and eating attitudes among 
Chinese adolescent girls in Hong Kong. University of Hong Kong, Hong 
Kong. 
Furnham, A., Badmin, N., & Sneade, I. (2002). Body image dissatisfaction: Gender 
differences in eating attitudes, self-esteem, and reasons for exercise. The 
Journal of Psychology: Interdisciplinary and Applied, 136(6), 581-596. 
Gapinski, K. D., Brownell, K. D., & LaFrance, M. (2003). Body Objectification and 
"Fat Talk": Effects on Emotion, Motivation, and Cognitive Performance. Sex 
Roles - A Journal of Research, 48(9), 377-389. 
Garfinkel, P., Coldbloom, D., Marion, R., Olmsted, P., Garner, D., &, & Halmi, K. 
(1992). Body dissatisfaction in bulimia nervosa: Relationship to weight and 
shape concerns and psychological functioning. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 11(2), 151-161. 
 111 
 
Garner, D. (1997). Survey Says: Body Image Poll Results-Plagued by body image 
issues? The results of a national survey show you're not alone.   Retrieved 
May 12, 2011, from 
http://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/199702/survey-says-body-image-po
ll-results 
Garner, M., Garfinkel, E., Schwartz, D., & Thompson, M. (1980). Cultural 
expectations of thinness in women. Psychological Reports, 47(2), 483-491. 
Gergen, K. J. (1973). Social psychology as history. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 26(2), 309. 
Gergen, K. J. (1997). Realities and relationships: Soundings in social construction: 
Harvard Univ Pr. 
Gergen, K. J. (1999). An invitation to social construction: Sage Publications Ltd. 
Gergen, K. J. (2001). Social construction in context: Sage Publications Ltd. 
Goh, S. E., Ong, S. B. Y. & Subramaniam, M. (1993). Eating disorders in Hong 
Kong. British Journal of Psychiatry, 162, 276. 
Golan, M., & Crow, S. (2004). Parents Are Key Players in the Prevention and 
Treatment of Weight related Problems. Nutrition Reviews, 62(1), 39-50. 
Goodman, J. R. (2005). Mapping the Sea of Eating Disorders: A Structural Equation 
Model of How Peers, Family, and Media Influence Body Image and Eating 
Disorders. Visual Communication Quarterly, 12(3/4), 194-213. 
Gregory, F., & Kimberley, B. (1999). Television Situation Comedies: Female Body 
Images and Verbal Reinforcements. Sex Roles - A Journal of Research, 40(5), 
473-482. 
Griffiths, J., & McCabe, M. (2000). The influence of significant others on disordered 
eating and body dissatisfaction among early adolescent girls. European Eating 
Disorders Review, 8(4), 301-314. 
Grogan, S. (2008). Body image: Understanding body dissatisfaction in men, women, 
and children: Taylor & Francis. 
Gross, R., & Nelson, E. (2000). Perceptions of parental messages regarding eating and 
weight and their impact on disordered eating. Journal of College Student 
Psychotherapy, 15(2), 57-78. 
 112 
 
Gulas, C. S., & McKeage, K. (2000). Extending Social Comparison: An Examination 
of the Unintended Consequences of Idealized Advertising Imagery. Journal of 
Advertising, 29(2), 17-28. 
Hacking, I. (1999). The social construction of what? : Harvard University Press. 
Hargreaves, D. T., M. (2002). The Effect of Television Commercial on Mood and 
Body Dissatisfaction: The role of appearanace -schema activation. Journal of 
Social and Clinical Psychology, 21(3), 287-308. 
Heatherton, T., Mahamedi, F., Striepe, M., Field, A., & Keel, P. (1997). A 10-Year 
Longitudinal Study of Body Weight, Dieting, and Eating Disorder Symptoms* 
1. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 106(1), 117-125. 
Heinberg, L. J. (2002). Theories of Body Image Disturbance:Perceptual, 
Development, and Sociocultura Factors. In J. K. Thompson (Ed.), Body image, 
eating disorders, and obsity: an integrative guide for assessment and 
treatment (pp. 23-47). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
Hu, F., & Wang, M. (2009). Beauty and Fashion Magazines and College-Age 
Women's Appearance-Related Concerns. Conference Papers -- International 
Communication Association, 1-23. 
Janeanne, T. S., & Mary, B. H. (1986). An analysis of weight and diet content in five 
women's interest magazines. The Journal of Obesity and Weight Regulation, 
5(4), 194-214. 
Jung, J., & Forbes, G. B. (2006). Multidimensional assessment of body dissatisfaction 
and disordered eating in Korean and US college women: A comparative study. 
sex roles, 55(1), 39-50. 
Jung, J., & Forbes, G. B. (2007). Body dissatisfaction and disordered eating among 
college women in China, South Korea, and the United States: Contrasting 
predictions from sociocultural and feminist theories. Psychology of Women 
Quarterly, 31(4), 381-393. 
Keel, P., Baxter, M., Heatherton, T., & Joiner, T. (2007). A 20-year longitudinal study 
of body weight, dieting, and eating disorder symptoms. Journal of Abnormal 
Psychology, 116(2), 422. 
Keel, P., Heatherton, T., Harnden, J., & Hornig, C. (1997). Mothers, fathers, and 
daughters: Dieting and disordered eating. Eating Disorders, 5(3), 216-228. 
 113 
 
Keery, H., Boutelle, K., van den Berg, P., & Thompson, J. K. (2005). The impact of 
appearance-related teasing by family members. Journal of Adolescent Health, 
37(2), 120-127. 
Kichler, J., & Crowther, J. (2001). The effects of maternal modeling and negative 
familial communication on women's eating attitudes and body image. 
Behavior Therapy, 32(3), 443-457. 
Kilbourne, J. (1999). "The More You Subtract, The More You Add"-Cutting Girls 
Down to Size Deadly persuasion : why women and girls must fight the 
addictive power of advertising (pp. 128-154). New York: The Free Press. 
Killen, J., Taylor, C., Hayward, C., Haydel, K., Wilson, D., Hammer, L., et al. (1996). 
Weight concerns influence the development of eating disorders: A 4-year 
prospective study. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 64(5), 
936-940. 
Kim, O., & Kim, K. (2001). Body weight, self-esteem, and depression in Korean 
female adolescents. Adolescence, 36(142), 315-322. 
Kjærbye-Thygesen, A., Munk, C., Ottesen, B., & Kjær, S. (2004). Why do slim 
women consider themselves too heavy? A characterization of adult women 
considering their body weight as too heavy. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 35(3), 275-285. 
Kluck, A. S. (2010). Family influence on disordered eating: The role of body image 
dissatisfaction. Body Image, 7(1), 8-14. 
Kok, L., & Tian, S. (1994). Susceptibility of Singapore Chinese schoolgirls to 
anorexia nervosa—Part I (psychological factors). Singapore Medicine 
Journal, 35, 481-485. 
Krones, P. G., Stice, E., Batres, C., & Orjada, K. (2005). In vivo social comparison to 
a thin-ideal peer promotes body dissatisfaction: A randomized experiment. 
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 38(2), 134-142. 
Lai, K. Y. C. (2000). Anorexia nervosa in Chinese adolescents--does culture make a 
difference? Journal of adolescence, 23(5), 561-568. 
Lam, T., Lee, S., Fung, S., Ho, S., Lee, P., & Stewart, S. (2009). Sociocultural 
influences on body dissatisfaction and dieting in Hong Kong girls. European 
Eating Disorders Review, 17(2), 152-160. 
 114 
 
Lawrence, C., & Thelen, M. (1995). Body image, dieting, and self-concept: Their 
relation in African-American and Caucasian children. Journal of Clinical 
Child & Adolescent Psychology, 24(1), 41-48. 
Lee, S. (1993). How abnormal is the desire for slimness? A survey of eating attitudes 
and behaviour among Chinese undergraduates in Hong Kong. Psychological 
Medicine, 23(02), 437-451. 
Lee, Y.-J. (2001). The influence of advertisements of products aimed at appearance 
management on consumers' body image: Social comparison with media 
models. Unpublished 3012534, The University of Wisconsin - Madison, 
United States -- Wisconsin. 
Leung, F., Lam, S., & Sze, S. (2001). Cultural expectations of thinness in Chinese 
women. Eating Disorders, 9(4), 339-350. 
Levine, M., & Murnen, S. (2009). Everybody Knows That Mass Media are/are not 
[pick one] a Cause of Eating Disorders”: A Critical Review of Evidence for a 
Causal Link Between Media, Negative Body Image, and Disordered Eating in 
Females. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 28(1), 9-42. 
Levine, M., Smolak, L, & Hayden, H. (1994). The relation of sociocultural factors to 
eating attitudes and behaviors among middle school girls. Journal of Early 
Adolescence(14), 471-490. 
Lewis, R., Cash, T., Jacobi, L., & Bubb-Lewis, C. (1997). Prejudice toward fat 
people: the development and validation of the antifat attitudes test. Obesity 
research, 5(4), 297. 
Lieberman, M., Gauvin, L., Bukowski, W. M., & White, D. R. (2001). Interpersonal 
influence and disordered eating behaviors in adolescent girls: The role of peer 
modeling, social reinforcement, and body-related teasing. Eating Behaviors, 
2(3), 215-236. 
Littleton, H. L., & Ollendick, T. (2003). Negative body image and disordered eating 
behavior in children and adolescents: what places youth at risk and how can 
these problems be prevented? Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 
6(1), 51-66. 
Lokken, K., Worthy, S., & Trautmann, J. (2004). Examining the links among 
magazine preference, levels of awareness and internalization of sociocultural 
 115 
 
appearance standards, and presence of eating-disordered symptoms in college 
women. Family and Consumer Sciences Research Journal, 32(4), 361-381. 
Luo, Y., Parish, W. L., & Laumann, E. O. (2005). A population-based study of body 
image concerns among urban Chinese adults. Body Image, 2(4), 333-345. 
Matthai, A. S. (2005). A Content Analysis of Body Image of Female Models in YM 
Magazine from 1976-2004. San Jose State University. 
Melnick, M. (2011). Girl, You are So Not Fat! Does 'Fat Talk' Make Anyone Feel 
Better?   Retrieved May 14, 2011, from 
http://healthland.time.com/2011/03/31/girl-you-are-so-not-fat-does-fat-talk-ma
ke-anyone-feel-better/ 
Monteath, S. A., & McCabe, M. P. (1997). The influence of societal factors on female 
body image. The Journal of Social Psychology, 137(6), 708-727. 
Morris, A., Cooper, T., & Cooper, P. (1989). The changing shape of female fashion 
models. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 8(5), 593-596. 
Nagami, Y. (1997). Eating disorders in Japan: a review of the literature. Psychiatry 
and clinical neurosciences, 51(6), 339-346. 
Neumark-Sztainer, D., Paxton, S. J., Hannan, P. J., Haines, J., & Story, M. (2006). 
Does body satisfaction matter? Five-year longitudinal associations between 
body satisfaction and health behaviors in adolescent females and males. 
Journal of Adolescent Health, 39(2), 244-251. 
Ng, Y. (2007). Expert: One in 10 young girls is prone to eating disorders.   
Retrieved May 13, 2011, from 
http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2007/6/24/nation/17817717&sec=n
ation 
Nichter, M. (2001). Fat talk: What girls and their parents say about dieting: Harvard 
University Press. 
Nichter, M., & Vuckovic, N. (1994). Fat Talk: Body Image among Adolescent Girls. 
In N. L. Sault (Ed.), Many mirrors: Body image and social relations (pp. 
109-131): Rutgers University Press. 
 116 
 
Nichter, M., Ritenbaugh, C., Vuckovic, N., & Aickin, M. (1995). Dieting and 
"watching" behaviors among adolescent females" : Report of a multimethod 
study. Journal of Adolescent Health, 17(3), 153-162. 
Ong, Y. L. T., W. F. (1982). A clinical and psychosocial study of seven cases of 
anorexia nervosa in Singapore Sing. Mediacal Journal, 23, 255. 
Ousley, L., Cordero, E. D., & White, S. (2008). Fat Talk among College Students: 
How Undergraduates Communicate Regarding Food and Body Weight, Shape 
& Appearance. Eating Disorders, 16(1), 73-84. 
Parke, R., & Buriel, R. (1998). Socialization in the family: Ecological and ethnic 
perspectives. Handbook of child psychology, 3, 463–552. 
Paxton, S., Schutz, H., Wertheim, E., & Muir, S. (1999). Friendship Clique and Peer 
Influences on Body Image Concerns, Dietary Restraint, Extreme Weight-Loss 
Behaviors, and Binge Eating in Adolescent Girls* 1. Journal of Abnormal 
Psychology, 108(2), 255-266. 
Prendergast, G., Leung Kwok, Y., & West, D. C. (2002). Role portrayal in advertising 
and editorial content, and eating disorders: an Asian perspective. International 
Journal of Advertising, 21(2), 237-258. 
Reis-Bergan, M. (2009). Mindless Eating is Mindful Reading. Journal of Social and 
Clinical Psychology, 28(1), 133-136. 
Rierdan, J., & Koff, E. (1997). Weight, weight-related aspects of body image, and 
depression. Adolescence, 32(127), 615-615. 
Robinson, T. N., Killen, J. D., Litt, I. F., Hammer, L. D., Wilson, D. M., Haydel, K. 
F., et al. (1996). Ethnicity and body dissatisfaction: Are Hispanic and Asian 
girls at increased risk for eating disorders? Journal of Adolescent Health, 
19(6), 384-393. 
Rocchio, L. M. (1995). The pursuit of beauty through thinness and the impact of 
advertising on college women's attitudes. Unpublished 9601870, University of 
Rhode Island, United States -- Rhode Island. 
Rodgers, R. F., Paxton, S. J., & Chabrol, H. (2009). Effects of parental comments on 
body dissatisfaction and eating disturbance in young adults: a sociocultural 
model. Body Image, 6(3), 171-177. 
 117 
 
Rodin, J., Silberstein, L., & Striegel-Moore, R. (1984). Women and weight: A 
normative discontent. Paper presented at the Nebraska Symposium on 
Motivation.  
Rothblum, E. D. (1990). Women and weight: Fad and fiction. Journal article by 
Esther D. Rothblum; Journal of Psychology, 124. 
Salk, R. H., & Engeln-Maddox, R. (2011). If You’re Fat, Then I’m Humongous! 
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 35(1), 18-28. 
Sarbin, T. R., & Kitsuse, J. I. (1994). Constructing the social: Sage Publications Ltd. 
Schutz, H. K., Paxton, S. J., & Wertheim, E. H. (2002). Investigation of Body 
Comparison Among Adolescent Girls1. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 
32(9), 1906-1937. 
Sheffield, J. K., Tse, K. H., & Sofronoff, K. (2005). A comparison of body-image 
dissatisfaction and eating disturbance among Australian and Hong Kong 
women. European Eating Disorders Review, 13(2), 112-124. 
Shih, M. Y., & Kubo, C. (2005). Body shape preference and body satisfaction of 
Taiwanese and Japanese female college students. Psychiatry research, 
133(2-3), 263-271. 
Shomaker, L. B., & Furman, W. (2009). Interpersonal influences on late adolescent 
girls' and boys' disordered eating. Eating Behaviors, 10(2), 97-106. 
Shroff, H., & Thompson, J. K. (2006). Peer influences, body-image dissatisfaction, 
eating dysfunction and self-esteem in adolescent girls. Journal of health 
psychology, 11(4), 533. 
Silverstein, B., Perdue,L., Peterson,B. & Kelly, E. (1986). The role of the mass media 
in promoting a thin standard of bodily attractiveness for women Sex Roles, 
14(9), 519-532. 
Song, Y. P., & Fang, Y. K. (1990). A clinical report of nine cases of anorexia nervosa. 
Mental Health Journal, 4, 24. 
Stice, E., Maxfield, J., & Wells, T. (2003). Adverse effects of social pressure to be 
thin on young women: An experimental investigation of the effects of “fat 
talk”. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 34(1), 108-117. 
 118 
 
Stice, E., & Shaw, H. (2002). Role of body dissatisfaction in the onset and 
maintenance of eating pathology:: A synthesis of research findings. Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research, 53(5), 985-993. 
Stormer, S., & Thompson, J. (1996). Explanations of body image disturbance: A test 
of maturational status, negative verbal commentary, social comparison, and 
sociocultural hypotheses. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 19(2), 
193-202. 
Suematsu, H., Ishikawa, H., Kuboki, T. & Ito, T. (1985). Statistical studies on 
anorexia nervosa in Japan:detailed clinical data on 1,011 patients. 
Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics, 43, 96. 
Sypeck, M., Gray, J., Etu, S., Ahrens, A., Mosimann, J., & Wiseman, C. (2006). 
Cultural representations of thinness in women, redux: Playboy magazine's 
depiction of beauty from 1979 to 1999. Body Image, 3(3), 229-235. 
Thompson, J., & Stice, E. (2001). Thin-ideal internalization: Mounting evidence for a 
new risk factor for body-image disturbance and eating pathology. Current 
Directions in Psychological Science, 10(5), 181. 
Thompson, J. K., Coovert, M. D., Richards, K. J., Johnson, S., & Cattarin, J. (1995). 
Development of body image, eating disturbance, and general psychological 
functioning in female adolescents: Covariance structure modeling and 
longitudinal investigations. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 18(3), 
221-236. 
Thompson, J. K., Coovert, M. D., & Stormer, S. M. (1999). Body image, social 
comparison, and eating disturbance: A covariance structure modeling 
investigation. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 26(1), 43-51. 
Thomsen, S., McCoy, J., & Williams, M. (2001). Internalizing the Impossible: 
Anorexic Outpatients Experiences With Womens Beauty and Fashion 
Magazines. Eating Disorders, 9(1), 49-64. 
Tiggemann, M. (2002). Media influences on body image development. In T. F. Cash, 
& Pruzinsky, T. (Ed.), Body image: A handbook of theory, research, and 
clinical practice (pp. 91–98). New York: Guilford Press. 
 119 
 
Tiggemann, M. (2005). Television and adolescent body image: The role of program 
content and viewing motivation. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 
24(3), 361-381. 
Tiggemann, M., & Pickering, A. (1996). Role of television in adolescent women's 
body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 20(2), 199-203. 
Tiggemann, M., & Rothblum, E. D. (1988). Gender differences in social 
consequences of perceived overweight in the United States and Australia. sex 
roles, 18(1), 75-86. 
Tsai, G., Curbow, B., & Heinberg, L. (2003). Sociocultural and Developmental 
Influences on Body Dissatisfaction and Disordered Eating Attitudes and 
Behavious of Asian Women. The Journal of nervous and mental disease, 
191(5), 309. 
Tseng, M. C., Lee, M. B., & Lee, Y. J. (1989). A clinical study of Chinese patients 
with eating disorders. Chinese Psychiatry, 3, 17. 
Vincent, M., & McCabe, M. (2000). Gender differences among adolescents in family, 
and peer influences on body dissatisfaction, weight loss, and binge eating 
behaviors. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 29(2), 205-221. 
Wadden, T. A., Brown, G., Foster, G. D., & Linowitz, J. R. (1991). Salience of weight 
related worries in adolescent males and females. International Journal of 
Eating Disorders, 10(4), 407-414. 
Wardle, J., Bindra, R., Fairclough, B., & Westcombe, A. (1993). Culture and body 
image: body perception and weight concern in young Asian and Caucasian 
British women. Journal of community & applied social psychology, 3(3), 
173-181. 
Wertheim, E., Paxton, S., Schutz, H., & Muir, S. (1997). Why do adolescent girls 
watch their weight? An interview study examining sociocultural pressures to 
be thin* 1. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 42(4), 345-355. 
Wiseman, C. V., Gray J. J., Mosimann J. E., & Ahrens, A. H. (1992). Cultural 
expectations of thinness in women: An update. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 11(1), 85-89. 
 120 
 
Wood, K. C., Becker, J.A., &Thompson, J.K. (1996). Body image dissatisfaction in 
preadolescent children* 1. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 
17(1), 85-100. 
Wykes, M., & Gunter, B. (2005). The media and body image: If looks could kill: Sage 
Publications Ltd. 
Yamamiya, Y., Cash, T., Melnyk, S., Posavac, H., & Posavac, S. (2005). Women's 
exposure to thin-and-beautiful media images: body image effects of 























Ethnicity:  ____________________________ 
 
o What do you think of the body of models in magazines?  
 Do you read magazines? How often do you read them?  
 What’s your favorite magazine? 
 What kind of information you usually looking for at magazines? 
 Do you female friends also like to read similar kinds of magazines? 
 What are your impressions of the models in these magazines? 
 What do you think of the models in magazines in terms of their weight and 
body?  
 Do you think their body and weight is ideal? 
 Have you ever thought of having the same body as theirs?  
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 Would you discuss with your friends about the body or weight of these 
models in magazines?  
 
o What do you think of the body of models in TV? 
 Do you watch TV? How many hours a week you usually spend watching 
TV?  
 What kind of program do you watch most? 
 Do you like to watch TV dramas? 
 What’s your first impression of actresses in those TV dramas? 
 How would you say about their body or weight? 
 Do you think for normal women, if don’t want to become model, actress 
or celebrity, we need to become as thin as those models in TV? 
 What do you think these models do to have their bodies like this? 
 Have you ever thought of having the same body as these models’? 
 Do you usually watch TV alone? Or do you watch it together with parents or 
friends? 
 Would you discuss with them about these models in TV? 
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 What are the topics you usually discuss about? 
 Would you discuss with them about the body of models? 
 Which model, actress or celebrity do you think represents the perfect 
woman? 
 What makes you think she is perfect? 
 What do you think of her body? 
 Do you think her body or weight is important to her achievement? 
    
o Would you use internet for entertainment purpose?  
 What kinds of programs/shows you would watch for entertainment? 
 What are the reasons you like these programs or shows? 
 What do you think of the models in these programs or shows? 
 Would you share these programs or shows with your friends or parents? 
 
o Have you ever feel the pressure to be thin? 
 Where do you think this kind of pressure come from?  
 Do you think media has the influence on this kind of pressure? 
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 Do you think media today always emphasize the importance of being 
thin? Any examples? 
 Do you think it’s important in the society today to be thin? 
 What do you think of models in the media regarding their body or 
weight? 
 What’s your standard of ideal body or weight? 
 Do the media make you happy with your body or the opposite? 
 Do you think your parents have the influence on you about what is the ideal 
body? 
 Do you think your parents’ thoughts or comments about your body are 
important to you? (Why or why not?) 
 Do you think your friends have the influence on you about what is the ideal 
body? 
 Do you think your friends’ thoughts or comments about your body are 
important to you? (Why or why not?) 
 Comparing media, parents and friends, which one do you think have the 
biggest influence on you about ideal body or weight? (Why?) 
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 Have you ever thought of making your own body the same as the 
models’ in the media? 
 Have you ever tried to make your body the same as the models’? How 
do you do that? 
 
o What your parents say about their own body or weight? 
 Have your parents ever discussed with you about their body or weight? 
 Have your mom/dad ever said that she/he thinks she/he should be 
thinner? 
 Have your mom/dad ever comments on each other’s weight or body? 
What did she/he say? Does she/he make these comments often? 
 Have your parents ever tried to lose weight? 
 Do they often have the thought to lose weight? 
 What do they do to lose weight? 
 Do they ever encourage each other to lose weight? 
 Do you parents concern about what they eat? 
 Why they concern about what kinds of food they take?  
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 Would they care about what’s calorie of the food they eat? 
 Have they ever told you or discussed with you about what are the good 
eating habits? 
 Do you have the similar or same eating habits as your parents? 
 Would you care about the calorie, or fat of the food you eat? 
 
o What your parents say about models in the media?  
 Do you parents ever discussed with you about the models in the media?  
 How often?  
 What’s the last time they have discussed with you about this? 
 What are the topics you usually discuss about? 
 Do you parents ever say they think the models in the media are too thin, too 
fat, or just fine? 
 Would your parents discuss with each other about this? 
 Would you always agree with them about the models’ body or weight?  
 
o What do your parents say about your body or weight? 
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 Have your parents ever commented on your weight and body image? What 
did they say? What’s your response to that? (Examples?)  
 Do you care about what your parents say or think of your body or weight? 
 Would your parents compare your body or weight to others’? To whom they 
would compare to? 
 Have your parents ever encouraged you to lose weight?  
 If yes, did you try to lose weight after they encouraged you? 
 If no, have you tried to lose weight anyway then? What did they say 
about your intention to lose weight?  
 
o What are your friends’ perceptions of ideal body image? 
 Would you discuss with your friends about ideal body image? 
 Would your friends talk with you about ideal weight and body image often?  
 Probe 1: when you watch movie together, would your friends discuss 
with you about the body image of actress in the movie? 
 Probe 2: Would your friends discuss with you about the body image of 
some models/actress you know in common? 




o What’s your friends’ perception about their own body image? 
 Are any of your female friends on diet in order to lose weight? How many? 
Do they do this often? 
 Do you friends concern about their weight and body image? 
 Do you friends worry about what they eat? 
 Would you friends talk with you about their weight and body image often? 
 Would you friends talk with you about dieting often? 
 
o What’s your friends’ opinion about your weight and body image? 
 Have your friends ever commented on your weight and body image? 
 Have your friends ever encouraged you to lose weight? (If yes, what’s your 
response?) 
 
o What are your standards of ideal body image? 
o Do you think media, parents and peers have influence on your views of ideal 
body image? How? 
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o How do you think of your own body image? Are you satisfied with your weight 
and body image? 
o Have you ever considered losing weight?  
o Have you ever tried to lose weight? How? When? 
 
 
